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The company’s pitch is clever com­
mercial bunkum, of course, but the 
idea that odor can elicit in our minds 
particular spaces and places in time 
appeals to me intellectually. And, 
apparently, I’m not alone. Since the 
1980s, geographers have been explor­
ing the concept of “smellscape,” which 
asserts that it is possible to map the 
sources, migrations and boundaries of 
identifiable smells in a given space—a 
room, a house, a neighborhood, or an 
entire city. Smell, like sight, sound and 
touch, is central to the ways that human 
beings mentally map their surround­
ings—how we tell ourselves where 
things are. We do this, unconsciously, 
with the spaces we routinely visit at 
work and at home; we do it more con­
sciously, with the places we have visited 
only once or irregularly. Odors—from 
food, waste, livestock, machinery and 
other things—mark our experiences 
of specific locations and drive us to 
construct olfactory memories of those 
places. And we attach meanings to 
those smells. Recently, a raft of schol­
arly studies have attempted to create 
physical maps of the smellscapes present 
in selected places: Edinburgh, lower 
Manhattan, central London, Barcelona, 
Amsterdam, Newport RI, and others 
(“Communicating and Mediating with 
Smellscapes” in Henshaw, McLean 
and Medway, Designing with Smell 
[2017]). There, student researchers and 
interested others engaged in charted 
“smellwalks,” carefully recording 
the sites and strengths of a variety of 
odors they detected in the air. In the 
vanguard of this strand of research is 
Dr. Kate McLean, a senior lecturer at 
Canterbury Christ Church University 
in England, whose research has pro­
duced several sensory maps, including 
one of Glasgow that pinpoints, during 
one visit in 2012, whiffs and wafts of 
wet moss, hot Bovril, sausage, perfume, 
diesel, dust, carbolic soap, and the 
River Clyde at low tide. Likewise,  
one June 2015 “scentscape” of Singa­
pore plotted pleasant plumes of curry, 
jasmine, perfume, wood, and seawater. 
McLean sees great promise for this  
field of study and encourages all of  
us to explore and map our own envi­
ronments; to take what she calls “ 
smellfies” (www.newscientist.com, 29 
May 2015).
The idea of smellscape has migrated 
beyond the disciplinary boundaries of 
academic geographers. Motivated by 
its commercial promise, urban design­
ers have begun to think of ways that 
smell can be incorporated into the city 
spaces they engineer. Intrigued, too, 
are a handful of historians who wish 
to trace the history of smells and how 
humans have interpreted them. At root, 
odors are themselves historical topics: 
measurable phenomena, but fleeting, 
transient and subject to change over 
time. Any smellscape, as J. Douglas 
Porteous, a pioneer scholar in the 
Editor’s Notebook
Andrew C. Holman
One of the many gifts that my wife has given me came one day this past February in the form of a sample vial of cologne with a 
strange label. The stinky stuff is one of several scents 
produced by the Paris fashion house Maison Margiela 
in a line called “Replica,” fragrances that claim to 
reproduce familiar aromas and the warm memories 
to which they are purportedly connected. The haute 
couture company’s line includes scented candles that 
recall a beach walk in Calvi, 1972; body spray that 
evokes a Brooklyn jazz club c. 2013; and eau de toilette 
that renders “patchouli and fresh bud, Woodstock, 
1969.” Really. The liquid in my vial, called “At the 
Barber’s,” claims to recreate the “shaving and leathery 
notes” that one would have inhaled whilst reclining in 
an upscale tonsorial establishment in Madrid, 1992. It’s 
arrestingly strong. I’m saving it, and plan to apply the 
whole vial right before my department’s next meeting 
in the hopes of triggering an early adjournment.
Smell, like sight, sound and 
touch, is central to the ways that 
human beings mentally map 
their surroundings—how we tell 
ourselves where things are.
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field wrote in 1990, “will be non­
continuous, fragmentary in space and 
episodic in time, and limited by the 
height of our noses from the ground” 
(Landscapes of the Mind). For historians, 
knowledge of smellscapes from the past 
is limited, too, by the patchy nature of 
documentary and artifactual evidence 
that remains to tell them what socie­
ties of the past smelled like. In short, 
we know that past societies stank, but 
we must have the proof to show that 
they did. That challenge, of recreating 
olfactory worlds lost to us in time, is 
addressed by Virginia Tech historian 
Melanie Kiechle in her 2017 book 
Smell Detectives: An Olfactory History 
of Nineteenth-Century Urban America. 
“Nineteenth­century Americans wrote 
about stenches as nauseating, intoler­
able, pestilential, noxious, suffocating, 
disgusting, and deadly,” and “petitioned 
their aldermen and state legislatures 
for stench abatement.” But, she adds, 
articulating the character of odors in 
the past is difficult both because our 
ancestors had so few words to describe 
them and because “manners prohibited 
[people from] discussing smell in polite 
conversations” (6­8).
Does Bridgewater State have a smell­
scape? Oh, the mind races. For me, a 
21st­century smellfie of BSU would 
chart the sickly sweet cinnamon that 
escapes daily from the floor­level 
kitchen windows of Tillinghast into 
the Quad. It would include the smell 
of old paper and binding glue from 
the center of the Maxwell stacks; the 
metallic newness (still) of computer labs 
and other technology in the Moakley 
Center; the salty, stale and sweaty tang 
of athletic work in Kelly and Tinsley 
gyms and of academic engagement 
in our classrooms when, occasionally, 
the heat comes on a week too early in 
October and stays on a week too late in 
April. And more. My smellscape might 
overlap with those of many others here 
on campus, but it would differ, too, 
from those whose weekly routes and 
routines cover different ground. And 
all of our BSU smellfies today would 
differ from our school’s smellscapes of 
the past. 
And what were they like? One hundred 
years ago, before incessant automobile 
traffic and commuter rail, 14­hour on­
campus food service and air condition­
ing, tobacco bans and modern labora­
tory storage, old Bridgewater Normal 
must have had its own peculiar funk. 
Nearby ironworks, the Old Colony 
Railroad and a boot­and­shoe factory 
would, when the wind was right, have 
provided their own industrial contribu­
tion. But, in the late 1910s, rural smells 
would have dominated. Bridgewater 
was in the sticks—only 8,000 people 
lived in the whole town. Photographs 
from the era show us wide­open park­
land that abutted school buildings, with 
expansive lawns, and nature­study 
gardens outside. Inside, there were 
polished wooden desks and floors and, 
in the dormitories, parlor rooms with 
heavy carpets and draperies. Yearbook 
entries recall some of the scents that 
created lasting impressions of life at 
Bridgewater Normal for its graduates: 
appetizing aromas from commuters’ 
packed lunches stored until noon hour 
in the buildings’ cloakrooms; the odor 
of the Mayflower verbenas in the school 
greenhouse; a whiff of hydrogen sulfide 
in a Kindergarten­Primary class. And 
this memory of the school nurse’s room, 
in a segment of a mock epic poem 
called “The Song of a Visitor,” written 
in the meter of The Song of Hiawatha 
and published in the Normal Offering  
in 1917:
With this second bit of knowledge 
Entered I a red brick structure; 
But the odor of antiseptics 
Drove me frantic, as I  
Climbed the winding stairway. 
“Hush!” ’Tis but the precincts 
Of our faithful Medicine Woman, 
She, who cures all ills and sickness, 
With her store of yellow lemons…
I can smell it all now. If only I could 
bottle it. I’d label it “Nose of Normal, 
Bridgewater, 1918. A bouquet of  
commitment, ambition, hope and 
promise.” Paris, here I come.
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The cult of St Cuthbert has been a 
subject of fascination for me since 
graduate school. My doctoral disserta­
tion was on the role of Anglo­Saxon 
sanctuary law in the making of saints’ 
cults and hagiographic literature, and it 
led me inevitably to study the powerful 
northern cult. The remarkable author­
ity and influence of the Lindisfarne 
community was built in large part on 
the presence of St Cuthbert’s remains. 
In Northumbria, the northernmost  
of Anglo­Saxon England’s seven  
kingdoms, power struggles between 
Saxon, Scandinavian, Scots, and 
eventually Norman forces between 
the eighth and eleventh centuries left 
little stability and little faith in secular 
lordship. The region’s people looked 
to the long­dead Cuthbert as a kind 
of holy landlord, with the bishops 
of Lindisfarne (and later Durham) 
as legal surrogates for the saint’s 
secular responsibilities. As the cult’s 
influence grew, its involvement in 
secular affairs increased apace. In the 
eleventh­century chronicle Historia 
de Sancto Cuthberto, this influence 
reached its ultimate expression as the 
saint’s “history” became a framework 
for documenting (and justifying) the 
extensive land holdings held by the 
cult in Cuthbert’s name. This connec­
tion was so powerful that residents of 
the cult’s land identified themselves as 
haliwerfolc, “the holy man’s people.” On 
a research trip to England a decade ago, 
I was able to examine a late­medieval 
copy of Historia and a series of other 
documents produced by the cult in the 
late­eleventh and early­twelfth centu­
ries, collected in a manuscript known 
to modern scholars as the Liber Ruber 
(the Red Book of Durham). Taken 
together, the texts tell a remarkable 
story of a community determined, in 
defiance of Anglo­Saxon kings, Viking 
invaders, and eventually William the 
Conqueror’s Norman rule, to retain 
its identity as Cuthbert’s people first 
and foremost. The cult depicted, for 
example, the assassination in 1080 of 
Walcher, William’s representative and 
appointee as Bishop of Durham, as an 
implicit rejection of external authority 
through Cuthbert’s supernatural guid­
ance. They even dared to argue that 
William himself had been stricken  
with an intestinal disease brought on  
by the saint’s displeasure. 
According to the Northumbrian monk 
Bede’s biography (written c.705­716) 
of the saint, Cuthbert himself foresaw 
the sociopolitical consequences of his 
cult’s rise in power. Bede produces a 
conversation between a terminally 
Unearthing the People of the  
Holy Man: A Week at  
St Cuthbert’s Lindisfarne 
John P. Sexton
Never before has such terror appeared in Britain as we have now suffered 
from a pagan race […] Behold, the church of St Cuthbert spattered with  
the blood of the priests of God, despoiled of its ornaments; a place more  
venerable than all in Britain is given as prey to pagan peoples.
Alcuin’s Letter to King Athelred, 793 CE
The Northumbrian scholar Alcuin wrote these words when the horror of the Viking raid on Lindisfarne was mere weeks old. His letter 
shows what many later accounts did not—Lindisfarne, 
a tidal island of the extreme northeast of England, 
was not an outpost on the edge of eighth­century 
Northumbrian life, but a thriving monastic and 
ecclesiastical center of the growing Anglo­Saxon 
church. Within a short distance of the secular power 
center of Bamborough and housing the remains of 
the sanctified Bishop Cuthbert (634­687 CE), the 
Lindisfarne community was the heart of Christendom 
for the northernmost of the Anglo­Saxon kingdoms. 
The sandy, clayey soil of Lindisfarne supported the 
monastic center there, and when the monks of that 
community were caught unaware by the Viking  
attack in 793, the monks buried their dead and 
mourned their losses there as well. In the summer of 
2017, I spent a week digging in that same soil, joining  
a group seeking answers to the many questions about 
the people who lived and died on the island in the 
years before the longships came.
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Everything found at the site is cata­
logued, photographed, evaluated,  
and made available online—often 
within 24 hours. 
“We created Digital Dig Team to share 
our discoveries with the world,” says 
Lisa Westcott Wilkins, DigVentures’ 
co­founder and managing director.  
During a dig, three­dimensional 
renderings of the site are taken with 
camera arrays, allowing a daily update 
of all trenchwork done at the site and 
creating a record of all site activity. 
Those who participate in crowdfund­
ing the team’s half­dozen or so active 
sites even have the option of attending 
a dig and taking full part in the work. 
ill Cuthbert (by then living alone 
on the nearby island of Inner Farne) 
and a group of Lindisfarne monks. 
The monks beg permission to bring 
Cuthbert’s body back with them to 
their community on Lindisfarne, but 
Cuthbert warns:
I think that it will be more expedi­
ent for you that I should remain 
here, on account of the influx of 
fugitives and guilty men of every 
sort, who will perhaps flee to my 
body because, unworthy as I am, 
reports about me as a servant of 
God have nevertheless gone forth; 
and you will be compelled very 
frequently to intercede with the 
powers of this world on behalf of 
such men, and so will be put to 
much trouble on account of my 
body (Vita Sancti Cuthberti 27).
When the opportunity arose for me to 
return to Northumbria and take part in 
an archeological dig seeking the origins 
of this powerful cult on Lindisfarne, I 
leapt at the chance to become the latest 
in a long line of “fugitives and guilty 
men” to seek refuge on Lindisfarne.
The site I visited is unearthing some  
of the earliest evidence of monastic 
life on the island. The Lindisfarne dig 
is a project of DigVentures, a publi­
cally funded field archeology team 
led by scholars from the University 
of Leicester, the University of 
Birmingham, and Durham University, 
among other institutions. DigVentures, 
and its Digital Dig Team, is as much 
a philosophy as a research enterprise. 
It is the first archeological work of 
its kind: a digital, accessible archeo­
logical recording system built to speed 
site information to the online world. 
The Discovery of Cuthbert’s Incorrupt Body, from a 12th-century illuminated manuscript of Bede’s 
Vita Sancti Cuthberti (British Library MS 39943). 
For a student of medieval 
literature, the historical context to 
be gained from examining a site 
like Lindisfarne is invaluable.
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As I learned, “taking full part” is not an 
idle threat.
From the first moment, I and the 
other two dozen or so volunteers were 
brought fully into the project. The 
project organizers began each day with 
a brief meeting, using the previous day’s 
documentation and computer render­
ings to orient us on the day’s goals.  
The team’s current project is the exca­
vation of the buildings and graveyard  
of the pre­793 monastic community. 
(The first remains had been found the 
previous year, and the DigVentures 
team told us the story of reporting those 
first finds. The island’s few residents had 
looked on in bemusement as the local 
police had raced with wailing sirens to 
the site. Eventually, forensics experts 
confirmed that the bodies were, in fact, 
probably more than 12 centuries old. 
Since then, the dig team had convinced 
the authorities that they themselves were 
forensics experts in this area, and so we 
were able to dig without being inter­
rupted by investigation teams on a daily 
basis). The week before I arrived, the 
dig team had uncovered a large number 
of bones and the outlines of several 
burial sites. We would be cleaning up 
the area of those finds and looking for 
further evidence of burials. The bones, 
thousands of which were excavated 
over the course of the dig, will be 
painstakingly catalogued, studied, and 
returned to the island ground in a few 
years’ time. Part of the briefing that 
morning was dedicated to a few early 
ideas for a memorial to be built on  
the site.
After the meeting and a short tour of 
the site, I found myself on hands and 
Lindisfarne Priory from above. (Photograph by Christopher Down - Own work, CC BY 4.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=59157537).
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knees in the trench, working with Ali, 
Bill, and Julie on an area about two 
yards square, which we were to reduce 
(i.e., by removing earth incrementally) 
by about 1­2 inches. We were looking 
particularly for signs of the bone depos­
its which had been appearing at irregu­
lar intervals. We anticipated a slow 
morning, and the hard­packed earth 
promised slow progress. But within 
the hour we were turning up animal 
remains, multiple teeth, and finally a 
small heap of what were unmistakably 
human bones.
My work on Anglo­Saxon and 
Scandinavian literary history 
prepared me for the cultural 
context of what I was seeing,  
but not at all for the moment  
of confronting the mortal remains 
of those who gave that world  
its voice. 
Lindisfarne Priory from above. (Photograph by Christopher Down - Own work, CC BY 4.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=59157537).
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These jumbles of teeth and bones, a 
mix of human and animal, indicate that 
the graveyard was likely forgotten in 
the later Middle Ages. A later farmer 
furrowed the field as part of a new 
planting, dragging up skull fragments 
and the long bones of human limbs 
as he plowed (early medieval graves 
are shallower than modern burials). 
The farmer, no doubt surprised by 
his discovery, dug one or more pits in 
the ground to reinter the remains. A 
separate group of volunteers, closely 
supervised and assisted by the archeo­
logical team, were carefully excavating 
one such charnel pit less than 20 feet 
away from our patch of earth.
It’s easy to imagine how a late­medieval 
farmer might plow into the old monas­
tic graveyard unaware of its presence. 
The Viking attacks at Lindisfarne dis­
rupted the monastic community there, 
eventually leading Cuthbert’s cult to 
become itinerant for a time. When 
they finally settled down decades later, 
they chose a site more than 75 miles 
to the south in Durham (which had 
been revived as a political center). Later 
generations of settlers on Lindisfarne 
built new buildings and established new 
burial sites, obscuring the footprint of 
the pre­793 community.
For a student of medieval literature, the 
historical context to be gained from 
examining a site like Lindisfarne is 
invaluable. My trip was taken with­
out a specific research agenda beyond 
spending time learning more about the 
archeological side of my discipline. A 
week troweling in a trench and clean­
ing finds, however, yielded much 
more than just disciplinary experience 
(and, inevitably, a sore back). From 
my first day on site, I saw a significant 
number of small white quartz stones 
in the find trays, and we found many 
more in our dig area. The stones were 
left at the site as mementoes of visits 
to the graves. They are water­worn, 
rounded, and quite beautiful. They 
can be found individually, in small 
groups, and in rows all over the site. 
Individually, they are a curiosity, 
enough to draw one’s eye, even when 
in the dirt; gathered together, they are 
beautiful. More than 3,000 stones were 
found and catalogued in the trenches, 
with large bags of them sorted around 
the site (the team plans to return 
the stones to the site when the dig is 
Two medieval burials on Lindisfarne (Author’s photo used with permission from DigVentures).
DigVentures, and its Digital  
Dig Team … is the first 
archeological work of its kind:  
a digital, accessible archeological 
recording system built to speed 
site information to the online 
world. Everything found at the 
site is catalogued, photographed, 
evaluated, and made available 
online—often within 24 hours. 
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complete, and possibly to feature them 
as part of a memorial to the monas­
tic community). I became fascinated 
with these stones and their meaning, 
eventually recording a short video for 
DigVentures on the subject (see https://
www.facebook.com/DigVentures/
videos/1534999803224086/). 
Since returning to Bridgewater, I’ve 
been using my experience with finding 
the stones to talk to my students about 
the interdisciplinary nature of medi­
eval studies. The stones are evidence 
of a tradition of commemoration that 
predates Christianity in England, and 
appear at sites from the Bronze Age 
through to these and other Anglo­
Saxon monastic graves. At Lindisfarne, 
they may have been sourced locally, 
but they are also found inland and 
away from obvious sources. The tradi­
tion, which echoes stone­placement 
in Jewish and other cultures, serves to 
memorialize both the dead and the act 
of visitation by the living. The survival 
of the practice well into the Christian 
period in Northumbria is not, in itself, 
surprising. It’s a mistake to take at face 
value later (mostly ecclesiastic) views 
of the Christian conversion as a seismic 
shift in the history of English culture—
converts are no more likely than anyone 
else to leave off the unconscious habits 
of a lifetime simply because of a change 
in any one aspect of life. The tradi­
tion, and the stones, continued to carry 
meaning for those who left them. But 
curiously, no documentary evidence 
of the practice has been found. This is 
often the case for those who study early 
Anglo­Saxon life: we are reliant on 
the archeological record to supply the 
deficiencies of the surviving written 
record. This is particularly true when 
the knowledge gained is of a small 
thing, no bigger than a marble, but so 
much a part of everyday living in an 
eighth­century monastery that no one 
ever thought to write it down.
While I was busy thinking about  
little white rocks, the rest of the dig 
was uncovering varied finds—some 
mundane, some remarkable. Hundreds 
of shells, fossilized coral, coins, fishing 
hooks, building materials, ubiquitous  
clay pipes, ships’ nails, and other refuse 
of later ages all turned up under our 
trowels. A particular favorite of the 
team was a strangely shaped bone, 
smooth and wave­shaped and almost, 
but not quite, human­looking. The 
team’s experts eventually identified this 
as the left femur of a seal—one of the 
many animals used by the monks of  
the island to supplement their diet. 
A frustration of the site was the seeming 
illogic of stone placement in the earth. 
Monastic graves of the mid­Anglo­
Saxon period in this region often used 
a kist burial configuration. A kist, a 
stone­lined, coffin­shaped resting 
place, was used in place of a sarcopha­
gus for interments. A hollow was 
dug in the earth and lined with local 
stone. The remains of the dead were 
then placed in the hollow, which was 
covered with flat stones to form a rough 
coffin housing. The team’s frustration 
was that kist burial evidence was abun­
dant in the graveyard, but the spaces 
within held no organized remains. The 
archeologists eventually determined 
that the kist walls had collapsed over 
A quartz stone marking a long-ago gravesite 
visit (Author’s photo used with permission from 
DigVentures).
Finds Trays: some of the yield from a week of digging at Lindisfarne (Author’s photo used with 
permission from DigVentures).
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the abnormalities of the site had fooled 
even them for a time, and their collec­
tive cheerfulness, even enthusiasm, for 
a site that challenged their knowledge 
and defeated their first attempts at 
interpretation was infectious. And, of 
course, as I learned from my guides for 
the week, there’s always the archeolo­
gist’s fallback explanation for inexplica­
ble things: when in doubt, “it’s ritual.” 
the centuries, so that the placement  
of walls and covers had fooled us into 
digging the wrong lines. 
Here I witnessed both the genius of 
and the humility in this sort of field 
work. The experienced hands’ ability 
to see in a chaotic (to my eyes) jum­
ble of earth and rock the clear lines of 
intent and human handiwork from a 
millennium past was remarkable. But 
Once the site resolved itself, discoveries 
were made almost at once. On my third 
and fourth days on site, the dig team 
uncovered a pair of fully­intact buri­
als. The pair had been buried slightly 
more deeply in the earth, possibly just 
under the later farmers’ plows. Their 
discovery was the triumph of the week, 
and made for some contemplative 
moments as we all worked to preserve 
the remains as quickly and respectfully 
as possible. 
On my last day on site, I found myself 
struck silent by the thought that I was 
momentarily disrupting the resting 
place of an Anglo­Saxon monk—a 
now­anonymous man whose life’s 
story ended here at Lindisfarne, when 
the Viking raids that would disrupt 
the world of his religious community 
were still in the future. My work on 
Anglo­Saxon and Scandinavian literary 
history prepared me for the cultural 
context of what I was seeing, but not at 
all for the moment of confronting the 
mortal remains of those who gave that 
world its voice. From that moment, I’ve 
thought of that man often, and when I 
do, the reported words of his saint seem 
closer than before: Cuthbert, asked 
late in his life when he would return 
to Lindisfarne, responded, “when you 
bring my body back here” (Vita Sancti 
Cuthberti 27), even as he knew that the 
fame of his cult would bring great trou­
ble to his monastic home. The hagio­
graphic literature of Cuthbert’s cult, the 
historical story of Northumbrian socio­
politics, and the archeological story 
being recorded by the DigVentures 
team all play their part in the work of 
recovering the world Cuthbert and his 
adherents knew. While we learned and 
will learn a great deal from the silent 
monks of Lindisfarne, the team’s work 
will be complete only when those 
brothers have been returned to their 
island home.
John P. Sexton is Associate Professor in  
the Department of English
Here I witnessed both the genius 
of and the humility in this sort 
of field work. The experienced 
hands’ ability to see in a chaotic 
(to my eyes) jumble of earth 
and rock the clear lines of intent 
and human handiwork from a 
millennium past was remarkable. 
A band of diggers at Lindisfarne. The author (front); in back (left to right): Julie Kolehmainen, 
Michael Eden, Stephanie Stanley, and Tobias Busemann (Author’s photo used with permission from 
DigVentures).
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This is the quandary of globalization—
it involves complex issues that neither 
political leaders nor the general public 
completely understand. While 70 per­
cent of Americans think it is important 
to buy US products, 37 percent would 
refuse to pay more for a U.S. product.1 
In reality, international trade has been a 
positive force since World War II. Trade 
has expanded, global living standards 
have improved dramatically, and mil­
lions world­wide have escaped poverty.2 
Nevertheless, international trade is 
constantly attacked—every candidate 
(Republican and Democratic) in the 
recent presidential election questioned 
trade policies. The most vocifer­
ous attacks came from now President 
Donald Trump, who labeled the North 
American Free Trade Agreement 
(NAFTA) the worst trade agreement 
ever negotiated.
Can we reconcile the positive effects of 
trade since World War II with current 
sentiments in America? More impor­
tantly, are we headed toward a sort of 
protectionism comparable to that expe­
rienced during the Great Depression? 
The Rise of  
Anti-Globalization
Nationalist sentiment is on the rise.  
The shock of the United Kingdom’s 
June 2016 “Brexit” vote was fol­
lowed by Donald Trump’s election 
on a populist­nationalist agenda. The 
trend continued across Europe from 
the Czech Republic to Hungary, 
Poland and Rumania. While there have 
been recalibrations with Emmanuel 
NAFTA, Globalization and Free 
Trade: Can the U.S. Maintain 
Leadership in the World Economy?
Elmore R. Alexander
During election season in 2002, in an MBA course on global management I was teaching at Philadelphia University, I identified 
competitive U.S. congressional races where the issue  
of globalization was relevant. The students then 
focused on these races to develop comprehensive 
analyses of the candidates’ positions and understanding 
of globalization. The results were telling: the 
candidates who were judged by the students to 
understand globalization best lost every single race.
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Businesses and members of the skilled 
workforce have typically benefited; in 
contrast, lower­skilled workers have 
typically been hurt. In reality, a sub­
stantial proportion of the job losses are 
attributable to automation as opposed 
to trade. Nevertheless, only 35 per­
cent of workers think that the U.S. has 
benefited from globalization while 55 
percent believe that we have lost.9 Given 
these trends and the experience of the 
workforce, the rise of nationalist senti­
ment is not surprising.
The Current State of U.S. 
Trade Policy
Upon taking office, President Trump 
withdrew from the Trans­Pacific 
Partnership (TPP) negotiations, a 
proposed trade agreement that would 
have linked the U.S. economy to 12 
countries in the Asia­Pacific region 
and North America. Next, he began 
renegotiating NAFTA and threaten­
ing action on numerous bilateral fronts 
from Korea to China. The President’s 
rhetoric has been loud and aggressive, 
especially as it has concerned NAFTA.
Indeed, NAFTA has been controver­
sial in North America, ever since it 
was signed with Canada and Mexico 
in 1993. The agreement consists of six 
basic provisions: a) the elimination 
of duties and tariffs for goods traded 
between the three countries; b) the 
protection of the foreign direct invest­
ment of the three countries; c) the 
protection of intellectual property; d) 
ensuring ease of movement for business 
travelers; e) mechanisms for independ­
ent resolution of trade disputes; and f ) 
freer access to government procure­
ment for suppliers from each coun­
try.10 The details are complicated and 
controversial. With the exception of 
the provisions for dispute resolution 
and the definition of what constitutes a 
NAFTA­compliant product, however, 
the disputes that have emerged among 
the partners since 1993 have focused 
more on outcomes than on the specific 
provisions of the agreement.
Macron’s May 2017 defeat of right­
wing populist Marine Le Pen in France 
and the victory of Angela Merkel’s 
centrist Christian Democratic Union in 
Germany, Merkel is still struggling to 
form a stable government, and nation­
alistic rhetoric has not disappeared. It is 
important to understand the underlying 
dynamics of the movement as well as 
the experience of workers in the cur­
rent economy. 
Underlying Dynamics 
There are three underlying dynamics 
that must be considered. The first of 
these involves recent declines in popu-
lation growth rates. The post­World 
War II period saw dramatic population 
growth creating a young demographic. 
Recently, growth rates have declined in 
the developed world, resulting in an  
older demographic. Japan and China 
face the toughest challenges, but nine  
of the 56 largest countries are already 
dangerously older.3 The second 
dy namic is equally important: there  
has been stagnation in worker produc-
tivity. Productivity growth surged  
during the “dot com” bubble. 
However, since 2007, productivity 
growth has been just one­half of that 
experienced since 1945. In 2016, the 
United States experienced its first pro­
ductivity decline since 1982, which has 
created an economic recovery without 
wage growth.4 The final dynamic to 
consider is the decline in global trade. 
Global trade hit its apex in 2008. U.S. 
trade actually declined $500 billion 
in 2016.5` Growth is occurring only in 
restricted industrial and geographic 
sectors. In 1975, 109 firms accounted 
for one­half of U.S. profits. By 2015, 
that number had fallen to 30. In 2015, 
75 percent of U.S. venture capital went 
to just four metropolitan areas—New 
York City, Boston, Los Angeles and San 
Francisco.6 Today, American companies 
seem to be more risk averse, choosing 
to redistribute capital to shareholders 
rather than investing in growth.
The Experience of  
the Workforce
In addition, the American workforce 
is undergoing significant change. 
Manufacturing employment fell by 
between six and seven million jobs in 
the 2000s. The average income for the 
bottom 90 percent of families has been 
stagnant since 1980, and wage growth 
has been one­half the rate of produc­
tivity growth.7 Much of this has been 
blamed on international trade. Clearly, 
there are winners and losers from trade.8 
U.S. agriculture depends heavily 
on agricultural exports to Mexico 
($18B) and Canada ($23B). If 
NAFTA were to expire, tariffs on 
agricultural products (currently 
at zero) would jump dramatically 
and bring devastation to 
midwestern farmers.
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Why is NAFTA so significant? NAFTA 
combined two developed economies 
with a developing one (a first in mod­
ern trade history). More concretely, it 
encompasses fully one quarter of global 
trade.11 Interestingly, most NAFTA 
trade is focused on “intermediate 
goods” (components that make up 
parts of finished goods). For example, 
automotive components cross U.S.­
Canadian and U.S.­Mexican borders 
approximately eight times before a 
completed car reaches a U.S. show­
room.12 This illustrates the economic 
the U.S. labor force, a miniscule num­
ber when compared to recent monthly 
job growth of approximately 150,000 
jobs. Furthermore, U.S. states with a 
higher proportion of NAFTA trade 
have a higher involvement in advanced 
manufacturing, and the jobs created 
by NAFTA pay 15 to 20 percent more 
than the jobs that were lost.15 
Has NAFTA increased trade deficits? 
First, there is not a deficit with Canada. 
The exact number varies from slightly 
positive to slightly negative from year 
NAFTA: The Negotiations
The initial NAFTA renegotiation 
process in the spring and summer of 
2017 was very positive. Congressional 
hearings were held soliciting input 
from a wide variety of interest groups. 
Seasoned trade professionals who had 
been a part of the original NAFTA 
negotiations were appointed to han­
dle the talks. The announced objec­
tives were thoughtful and moderate, 
and reflected the interests of both 
Republicans and Democrats.18 They 
concept of “comparative advantage.” 
Each country specializes in what it does 
best, yielding a higher­quality and less­
expensive product and raising the Gross 
Domestic Products of all. The resulting 
integrated North American economy is 
primed to compete in Asia, Europe and 
the rest of the world. 
In the past 25 years, trade among the 
three NAFTA countries has increased 
threefold—from approximately $300 
billion in 1993 to $1.1 trillion in 2016.13 
The integration of the three economies 
is dramatic. Forty­five percent of the 
value of U.S. imports from Mexico 
is attributable to U.S. components. 
Similarly, 25 percent of the average 
import from Canada is comprised of 
U.S. components. In contrast, integra­
tion with the Chinese economy is only 
four percent.14 Fourteen million U.S. 
jobs depend on NAFTA trade. Possibly 
100,000 manufacturing jobs have been 
lost to NAFTA trade—0.1 percent of 
to year. With Mexico, trade has moved 
from a surplus of $1.7 billion before the 
agreement took effect to a deficit of 
$61.2 billion in 2016.16 The intermedi­
ate trade effect (percentage of imported 
products with U.S. components), how­
ever, means that that the deficit is closer 
to $30 billion. While that number may 
seem worrisome, consider the larger 
context keeping in mind that it is only 
about 5 percent of our overall trade 
deficit. Trade deficits do not result from 
trade agreements. They are macroeco­
nomic phenomena caused by low U.S. 
consumer savings and the attractive­
ness of the U.S. as a stable location for 
investment.17 Unless U.S. consumers 
spend less and save more, and the U.S. 
becomes a more risky location for 
foreign investment, trade deficits will 
remain. Forcing a decrease in the U.S.­
Mexico trade imbalance through some 
artificial means will merely shift the 
deficit to another country or region of 
the world.
focus on four goals: a) higher­paying 
U.S. jobs; b) growing the U.S. econ­
omy; c) reducing the trade deficit; and 
d) trade rule enforcement reform. The 
first negotiation rounds resulted in 
agreement on many issues including 
those involving the environment, tel­
ecommunications, digital trade, small­ 
and medium­sized businesses, and 
services.19 Even the rhetoric surround­
ing the negotiations was positive. 
Then things became complicated.  
In late fall 2017, the U.S. began  
mak ing untenable demands on the 
Canadians and Mexicans. Repeatedly, 
President Trump threatened to pull 
out of the talks.20 Intense lobbying to 
preserve NAFTA by U.S. businesses 
and both Republican and Democratic 
Congressional representatives  
ensued. The administration’s  
rhetoric intensified.
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happen in the court systems of the three 
countries. Canada is strongly commit­
ted to retaining the panels and actually 
walked out of the original negotiations 
over this issue.27 This issue is clouded  
by the issue of sovereignty.28 It is hard  
to predict whether or not a compromise 
is possible.
Recently, the U.S. has added a “sun­
set” demand abrogating the agreement 
after five years.29 This is unacceptable 
by both Mexico and Canada, and U.S. 
businesses indicate that it renders the 
agreement meaningless. This has been 
accompanied by increasingly confron­
tational U.S. rhetoric.
NAFTA: The Aftermath
Although a survey of North American 
economists predicts a successful 
renegotiation,30 the outcome of the 
NAFTA negotiations is unclear. U.S. 
businesses from advanced manufactur­
ing to agriculture strongly support an 
updated NAFTA, but it is not clear that 
the administration wishes to proceed. 
This led a vice president of the U.S. 
Chamber of Commerce to character­
ize the administration’s position as a 
policy without a constituency.31 That 
said, President Trump did moderate his 
rhetoric in his January 2018 speech to 
the World Economic Forum in Davos.32
It is difficult to imagine a North 
American economy without NAFTA. 
The disruption of supply chains that 
would result from expiration of the 
agreement would be monumental. 
Automotive manufacturing disruption 
From a technical perspective, three 
issues remain. The first concerns  
reducing the trade deficit with Mexico. 
Since the deficit cannot be addressed 
directly, the push from U.S. negotiators 
has been to alter the “rules of origin” 
(what qualifies a product as “NAFTA­
compliant” and thus renders it eligible 
for free trade) to require a minimum  
of 50 percent U.S. content.21 The Mexi­
cans and Canadians have said that this  
is unacceptable, and there have been 
some indications that the U.S. would 
settle for 35 percent U.S. content.22 
Since the discussion of this issue has 
become a numbers question, there is 
con ceivably room for compromise 
involving lower levels of U.S. content 
and other concessions.
The second issue involves the over­
all “rules of origin.” Currently, the 
requirement for a product to be 
NAFTA­compliant is that 62.5 percent 
of the product must be attributable to 
North American production.23 The 
U.S. is now demanding that the limit 
be raised to 85 percent.24 It is likely that 
a compromise is possible in the low 
70s.25 Recently, Canadian negotiators 
proposed creative new strategies that 
may yield an agreement.26
The final issue involves arbitration 
panels. One of the successes of NAFTA 
from the perspective of promoting 
trade has been the requirement that 
trade disputes among the three coun­
tries be handled by independent arbitra­
tion panels. The U.S. wants to elimi­
nate these panels allowing resolution to 
would be significant with increases 
in manufacturing costs of as much as 
$27 billion and, one Bloomberg report 
held, an average increase in the price of 
automobiles of $1,000.33 “Just­In­Time” 
processes could fail, compromising the 
effectiveness of advanced manufactur­
ing—a hallmark of U.S. competitive­
ness. U.S. agriculture depends heavily 
on agricultural exports to Mexico 
($18B) and Canada ($23B). If NAFTA 
were to expire, tariffs on agricultural 
products (currently at zero) would 
jump dramatically and bring devasta­
tion to midwestern farmers.34 
While the economic impact of with­
drawal from NAFTA would be 
significant, a more important question 
concerns the position of the U.S. in the 
world economy. The posture taken by 
the Trump administration contrasts 
with that of every administration since 
World War II, each of which favored 
free trade and engagement in econo­
mies around the world. To the extent 
that there is an interest in negotiating 
trade agreements within the Trump 
administration, it is in bilateral as 
opposed to multilateral agreements. 
While bilateral agreements certainly 
have their place in the world economy, 
It is difficult to imagine a North 
American economy without 
NAFTA. The disruption of 
supply chains that would result 
from expiration of the agreement 
would be monumental. 
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world trade is increasingly complex. 
Supply chains seldom involve just one 
border and potential conflict caused 
by bilateral agreements can negate any 
advantages. What’s more, the “America 
First” perspective is clearly seen by the 
rest of the world as the U.S. abdicat­
ing its long­held leadership role. The 
remainder of the TPP group (including 
Canada, Mexico, Japan and Australia) 
has reached an agreement without the 
U.S.35 Canada has negotiated a new 
agreement with the European Union 
yielding almost zero duties.36 Mexico 
has moved to increase its imports of 
corn from Brazil and Argentina.37 The 
U.S. is in danger of being left behind. 
Are we headed to a last­minute  
agreement to modernize NAFTA;  
or is its demise imminent? As I write 
this in February, it is impossible to 
know. What is clear is that NAFTA  
has enhanced the state of our work­
force and the competitiveness of our 
economy. However, we have not  
developed a “safety net” to protect 
workers harmed by international trade. 
Without such protections, we should 
not be surprised by current populist 
nationalist sentiments. 
Everyone agrees that NAFTA is in need 
of modernization. The world grows 
more complex and intertwined every 
day. We need to address those changes, 
not ignore them.
Elmore R. Alexander is Dean and  
Professor of Management in the Ricciardi 
College of Business
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My genealogical research started as 
an undergraduate at Bridgewater 
State University. I was awarded an 
Adrian Tinsley Program Grant (ATP) 
to present my work at the National 
Conference for Undergraduate 
Research at Indiana University. The 
Link to Finding Myself is a creative writ­
ing capstone project that was birthed 
in 2013. It infuses prose with recipes, 
poetry and interviews that trace my 
mother’s history as the youngest of 17 
children in the rural southern town of 
Henderson, North Carolina, during the 
early 1950s. This project is a reflection 
on the work of archiving aspects of my 
family’s past. It analyzes some of the 
oral testimony from interviews with my 
family members, and combines photo­
graphs and prose reflections centered 
on four themes: family, food, music, 
and Henderson, North Carolina. In 
crafting this literary genealogy, I look 
at places where I’ve never been and talk 
to people I do not know, but who are 
nevertheless a part of me. And through 
this work I begin to discover my own 
history, an American History.
My mother inspires me; she is my 
greatest ally. She is a devoted champion, 
selfless confidant, and strong example 
of resilience. My mother is the young­
est of her siblings, the last to leave the 
little house in Henderson where they 
were raised. She knows little about my 
grandfather. Unlike most children, 
whose first memories of their fathers 
stretch way back, my mom does not 
have any intimate or personal recol­
lections. She was not accompanied by 
her father to her first recital, nor was 
she chaperoned to her first high­school 
dance. My mother was born without 
a father, and consequently without a 
chance to experience a father in her life. 
As I seek to find the details that make 
up my history, I look to my aunts and 
uncles, older cousins and distant rela­
tives to learn about who I am, and who 
we are as a family. 
I am often told that I am a light­skinned 
version of “Sister.” That’s what they  
call my mother, Sister. When I look  
at pictures from my mother’s child ­
hood, I come to the same conclusion.  
I resemble her in many ways. We share 
the same thick hair. We have almost 
identical eye lashes and eye brows, and 
even the shape of our eyes is the same. 
I have the shape of her mouth, nose, 
chin and cheeks. My mother looks like 
my grandmother. She resembles her 
strength. I look like my mother.  
I resemble her tenacity. 
My grandparents are descedents of 
slaves. The uncompromising reality 
is that, for centuries, my family, like 
all slaves, were heavily policed, barred 
Tracing My Lineage, Finding Myself 
Sasha Link
I travel with a note pad and pen tucked away in the pocket of my blue denim purse. My passion for writing storms inside of me as I ride in the back 
seat of my mother’s brown and beige Chevy Cavalier 
station wagon. We travel around Boston, passing 
railroad tracks, streetcars and the city’s legendary 
three­decker homes. I write during these rides, jotting 
down things I want to become: a writer, an actress, a 
teacher. Though my creative instincts were apparent  
to me at an early age, I have been working to develop 
the depth of my character ever since. 
My mother, Patricia Link, Boston Raytheon 
Keyboarding School award ceremony, 1979. 
Sasha Link, 2016 (Photo credit: Thomas Sayers Ellis).
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from learning anything other than 
religious content, and prohibited from 
reading, associating with others from 
outside of their race, and purchasing 
land. This is incomprehensible to me.  
I am fascinated, however, by the power 
they did possess: their unbreakable 
drive and inner power to persevere, 
cling to oral history, tell meaningful 
stories, sing healing hymns, and join 
forces to unify culturally, traditionally, 
and motivationally.
My grandfather, Alvin Link, was born 
in 1895 in Franklin County, North 
Carolina. He and my grandmother 
met in the mid­1900s during my 
grandmother’s career as a home­care 
worker, while she was taking care of 
his previous wife as she grew sick and 
died. My grandparents started a new 
chapter that same year. They married 
and moved to Henderson, a small city 
in Vance County, located 40 minutes 
from the capital, Raleigh. In 1860, 
at a time when the tobacco industry 
was flourishing, Henderson was home 
to a host of mercantile stores, indus­
trial brick buildings, cotton gins, and 
several newspapers. Years later, parts of 
Granville County, Franklin County 
and Warren County were combined to 
form Vance County. According to the 
1860 U.S. federal census slave schedule, 
in Granville County, there were 10,610 
Black slaves. My grandparents’ parents 
were among them. 
The four decades after 1915 was a 
tumultuous time in the South. During 
those years my grandfather, a quiet 
man who liked to sit under a large oak 
tree neighboring their small house in 
Antioch, North Carolina, spent most of 
his days as a sharecropper. He was well­
versed in agriculture, an avid guitar 
player and a passionate musician. He 
lived a simple life and, unfortunately, 
lost it tragically. On a warm day in 
April, 1951, my grandfather’s car was 
struck by a truck while he was out 
running an errand. It wasn’t the impact 
of the truck that ended his life; it was 
the lack of extended medical care. 
He was transported and admitted to 
nearby Jubilee Hospital, a Black­owned 
facility, where he was diagnosed with 
a broken rib cage. After several days 
of care, hospital personnel concluded 
there was nothing else they could do. 
My grandfather was discharged and sent 
home where he bled to death.  
My grandmother and grandfather had 
already raised 15 children when my 
mom was born. On the morning of 
May 12, 1951, my grandmother, Mary 
Magdalene Link, gave birth to my 
mother, Patricia Link. After my grand­
father’s death, she faced the final stage 
of pregnancy alone. My mother was 
their smallest, most fragile child—four 
pounds at birth, small enough to hold 
in one hand. Though she never had the 
chance to meet her father, see his face, 
or feel his hand touch hers, she claims 
that she senses his presence—a security, 
serenity and a presence of light she  
carries today. 
I was fortunate to grow up with my 
grandmother in my life. She was a 
strong woman, a woman of sustenance, 
faith and determination. My grand­
mother was steadfast, unmovable, 
unshakable, and resolute in her pursuit 
to provide for her family—even more 
so after the death of my grandfather. 
She taught herself how to sew, and was 
an ardent baker and cook. She baked 
and cooked regularly: sweet potato, 
chocolate, and coconut pies; pineapple 
upside­down and tea cakes; cookies, 
loaf bread and homemade vanilla ice 
cream; chicken and dumplings with Sasha in high school, 1999 (Link family photos)
Photograph of my Grandmother, Mary Magdalene Link, surrounded by nine of her 17 children, 
Boston, Massachusetts, 1970 (Link family photo).
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collard and turnip greens, string beans, 
gravy, and biscuits.
My grandmother was Black and 
Cherokee Indian. She had long, soft 
hair, supple skin and a serious disposi­
tion. Like many Black women in the 
New South, she persisted and endured 
through difficult times. I aspire to be 
as remarkable as she was, a mother and 
cook like she was; to be a freedom 
fighter, to seek wisdom and achieve­
ment in our own challenging era. How 
did she get through rough times? What drove 
her to not give up? What mechanisms did 
she have in place for survival? While I do 
not know the answers to these ques­
tions, I do know that, in the midst of 
turmoil, she thrived. 
Sweet Ole Henderson 




Growing in the garden
Family gatherings
Baskets of pies,
Henderson North Carolina—is 
Where chopped pork
Over grits makes sense.
Where Grandma’s skills surpass
Just cooking in the kitchen.
Henderson is where a natural nurturer 




And generating recipes: love and 
harmony. 
Standing strong in Henderson,  
cooking homemade sweet potato, 
Custard pies and cakes,
Finger licking good
Sweet Henderson, oh, sweet Henderson 
When I see the tattered photos of my 
family, I see heroes. I see myself. I see 
my daughter, Nia, whose deep, obscure 
eyes are a mystery, and whose resolve 
leads us to believe she may become a 
doctor or a judge someday, because she 
can. I see endless opportunity. I see 
my lineage, my heritage, my history. I 
am a proud descendant of overcomers, 
a proud writer who proudly worked 
as a beat reporter for newspapers in 
Boston and on the South Shore of 
Massachusetts, interviewing entre­
preneurs and mixed­media artists and 
designers, discovering historic land­
marks, reporting on political events, 
community meetings, and rising 
performances. I see a first­generation 
college student—the first in my imme­
diate family to earn a bachelor’s degree, 
the first to gain a Master of Fine Arts 
in Creative Writing, and the first to 
pursue doctoral studies. I am because 
they were. My grandparents’ journey in 
the rural South during the early 1900s 
made way for my journey. I read freely. 
I sit wherever I want on a bus, or on a 
plane. I own a home on land that was 
not available to my ancestors. I have a 
voice and the choice to articulate my 
concerns in ways my grandparents 
could only dream of. 
Today, as a writing instructor, I aim to 
teach with an all­encompassing passion 
wherever the experience transports 
me—Christ Church, Barbados; Île­
à­Vache, Haiti; Martha’s Vineyard, 
Massachusetts. I proudly share my 
passion for writing and teaching with 
audiences all over the world. In the 
classroom, I am committed to chal­
lenging students to become engaged 
facilitators of their own learning 
process. Learning is a form of art, and 
intersecting that art with my own 
scholarly research and teaching has 
given me deeper purpose. This past 
August, I joined a host of teacher­schol­
ars at Bridgewater State in a week­long 
workshop that pushed us to examine 
our own pedagogy. Participating and 
engaging in stimulating conversations 
on topics related to innovative teach­
ing practices re­energized my passion 
for teaching and reminded me of my 
good fortune: the opportunities I have 
that my grandmother, grandfather and 
ancestors could never have imagined. 
Today, I hold their torch, and it drives 
me to pursue all that I can. 
Sasha Link is Adjunct Professor in the 
Department of English
As I seek to find the details that 
make up my history, I look to  
my aunts and uncles, older cousins 
and distant relatives to learn  
about who I am, and who we  
are as a family. 
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At the time, I was a PhD candidate in 
History at Université Laval in Quebec 
City, and my student association had 
been on strike for almost four months. 
In those months, I was still working on 
my doctoral thesis on caricature (politi­
cal cartoons) and the rhetorical origins 
of the “Great Darkness” (1936­1959), 
a critical period in Quebec’s history, 
one that still embodies one of contem­
porary Quebec’s greatest and potent 
myths. While focused on it, I was also 
following closely the debates regard­
ing the Maple Spring, both those at the 
National Assembly and those in the 
streets, through traditional and social 
media channels.
RESEARCH NOTE
“It’s just a tweet”: History, Memory, 
and Social Media
Alexandre Turgeon
On May 16, 2012, Quebecers were in the  midst of what has since been called the “Maple Spring”—in French, le printemps 
érable—a clear, if not terribly subtle, reference to the 
“Arab Spring” of the previous year. As the biggest 
student strike in the history of Quebec and Canada 
showed no signs of slowing down, rumor had it that 
the government of Premier Jean Charest and his 
Quebec Liberal Party was about to go forward in the 
National Assembly with a special bill to restrain the 
right to engage in public protest.
On Twitter, the main platform for 
the Maple Spring, there were three 
hashtags that emerged and captured  
my attention: #ggi (“grève géné-
rale illimitée” for unlimited general 
strike), #polqc (“politique québécoise” 
for Quebec politics) and #assnat 
(“Assemblée nationale” for National 
Assembly). Thanks to Tweetdeck,  
a Google Chrome application, I was 
able to follow, in real time, thousands,  
if not millions, of tweets produced  
day­in and day­out around those 
hashtags, without having to constantly 
refresh my browser. That is how, on 
May 16, 2012, I stumbled upon one 
exceptionally telling tweet. It was  
one from among the onslaught of 
tweets produced in the midst of the 
Maple Spring.
It was just a tweet; yet its author, 
Gabriel Nadeau­Dubois, was not  
an average online interlocutor.  
Nadeau­Dubois, was then the co­
spokesperson of CLASSE (Coalition  
large de l’Association pour une solidarité  
syndicale étudiante [Coalition of the  
association for student union solidar­
ity]), the leading student association 
during the strike, and who has since 
been elected as a member of parliament 
in the Quebec National Assembly and,  
in the past year, made co­spokesperson  
of the left­wing party Québec Soli­
daire. On May 16, 2012, as he was 
commenting on Charest’s proposed 
special bill, he tweeted this message: 
“De retour au temps de Duplessis?” –  
Are we back in the Duplessis era?” 
Student strike rally, Montreal, 14 April 2012. Slogan: “The strike is student; the struggle is 
popular.” (Photo credit: Jean Gagnon, Wikimedia Commons).
Screenshot of Gabriel Nadeau-Dubois Tweet 
(@GNadeauDubois), “De retour au temps  
de Duplessis? #GGI #polQC #assnat”, May 
16, 2012, 10:57.
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What did he mean, exactly? Whereas 
a Quebec reader will certainly know 
what this is about, it might sound 
strange, at the very least, for an Ameri­
can reader. Allow me to expand a bit 
more on this before going back to this 
tweet, and why it remains relevant to 
us today. 
The Duplessis to whom he is refer­
ring is, of course, Maurice Duplessis, 
Premier of Quebec from 1936 to 1939, 
and again from 1944 until his death in 
1959. Founder of the Union nationale 
party, he is to this date the longest­serv­
ing Premier in the history of Quebec. 
As such, one could expect Duplessis to 
hold a special place in Quebec’s history 
and in the collective imagination of 
Quebecers. He does, though he is not 
necessarily remembered by many in a 
good light. Far from it.
In Quebec’s collective memory, 
Maurice Duplessis is associated with 
the Great Darkness, which, as the name 
indicates, has quite a pejorative mean­
ing and significance. Recalling the 
Dark Ages, which inspired the term, 
the Great Darkness is seen as a moment 
frozen in time, where progress was put 
to a halt by the power of the Catholic 
Church, omniscient and working 
hand­in­hand with the provincial state, 
with its anti­union, anti­urban, anti­
progressive policies. It was symbolized 
by Duplessis’ persona, whom historians 
have castigated as a paternalist (and 
sometimes corrupt) autocrat. 
His death in 1959 was the first blow to 
the Great Darkness; the second was the 
victory of his rival, Jean Lesage, leader 
of the Quebec Liberal Party, whose 
slogan claimed loudly that it was “time 
for a change.” His victory on June 22, 
1960, paved the way for a new era in 
Quebec politics, marked notably by 
secularization and the modernization 
of the state. This period is known as 
the Quiet Revolution, another one of 
contemporary Quebec’s great myths, 
which, alongside the Great Darkness, 
articulates a dichotomic conception 
of Quebec’s past, where the year 1960 
appears as a fracture between two  
distinct time periods encompassing  
two distinct worlds. 
The symbolism remains potent. 
Invoking the name of Maurice 
Duplessis, even though it is more than 
50 years after his death, is far from 
insignificant or meaningless; it is tanta­
mount to evoking the Great Darkness. 
On the other end of the spectrum, to 
reference Jean Lesage’s name is to  
conjure up the sense of liberation  
and modernization that Quebecers 
historically attach to the 1960s and 
the onset of the Quiet Revolution. I 
have studied the history of the Great 
Maurice Duplessis, Premier of Quebec, 1936-39; 1944-59 (Courtesy of Bibliothèque et archives 
nationales du Québec and Gaby archives photographiques).
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Darkness and I am fascinated by the 
way that this term is wielded so easily 
and with such political force. It is  
not trivial for the co­spokesperson  
of CLASSE to have referenced the 
name of Maurice Duplessis at the  
peak of the Maple Spring. It shows 
quite clearly that the Great Darkness  
is still “trending” in twenty­first­ 
century Quebec. 
This revelation came to me quite by 
accident. When I read Gabriel Nadeau­
Dubois’ tweet, I was amused, but did 
not think too much of it. I thought it 
might make a good epigraph, some­
thing I could use to begin a scholarly 
essay. But then I decided to retweet 
his post on my personal account (@
alexturgeon). And that developed into 
something wholly unexpected. 
In the hours that followed, my retweet 
entered me into a much broader discus­
sion (in 140­character bites), about the 
resonance between Quebec’s past and 
its present. Gabriel Nadeau­Dubois  
was far from being the only one to  
connect the Great Darkness to his own 
era and the Maple Spring. The Great  
Darkness was repeatedly referenced, 
especially on Twitter, and so, too,  
was the Quiet Revolution. Many,  
both on and off social media, were 
drawing parallels between the Great 
Darkness and the then­current politi­
cal situation in Quebec, and with the 
Quiet Revolution. And they used  
them to project what was to come— 
or rather what they wished to come 
—in 2012 Quebec.
In light of all of this activity and effer­
vescence, I decided to keep retweeting 
those posts on my personal account. 
In doing so, I discovered how popular 
and useful these references were for 
those commenting on and debating 
the Maple Spring. Hours became days. 
Days became weeks. Weeks became 
months. From May 16 to September  
12, 2012, I collected all of the tweets 
from this phenomenon, one I have  
since coined “Great Darkness and 
Quiet Revolution 2.0”: about 6,000 
tweets in all, not including retweets.  
By working on this corpus, and oth­
ers to come, I intend to better answer 
the two questions that have fascinated 
me ever since: In the age of social 
media and new technologies, how do 
people use references to the past so 
that they may be able to make sense 
of their present and future society? 
What impacts do social media and new 
technologies have on people’s under­
standing of the past, present and future? 
After I wrapped up my doctoral thesis, 
this eventually became the subject 
of a Quebec Government­funded 
Postdoctoral Fellowship in Digital 
History at the University of Ottawa, 
which I held from 2015 to 2017.
Since then, I have kept working on 
the links between history, memory, 
and social media, beyond the events 
of the Maple Spring and the frontiers 
of Quebec. This research led me to 
become the Killam Visiting Professor 
in Canadian Studies at Bridgewater 
State in Fall 2017 and, currently, the 
Fulbright Distinguished Chair in 
Quebec Studies at SUNY Plattsburgh, 
where I am conducting a comparative 
study between Quebec and the United 
States on these issues. 
And all of that came from just a tweet…
In the age of social media and  
new technologies, how do people 
use references to the past so that 
they may be able to make sense  
of their present and future society? 
What impacts do social media  
and new technologies have on 
people’s understanding of the past, 
present and future?
Alexandre Turgeon was Killam Visiting 
Professor of Canadian Studies in Fall 2017.
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Back in 1981, I decided to fulfill these 
ambitions myself. In December 1977, I 
took the college entrance exam, which 
was held in major cities throughout 
in China for the first time since the 
Cultural Revolution. The exam was 
open to anyone regardless of age and 
education background, and in March 
1978, I was admitted to Beijing Foreign 
Studies University in the “Class of ’77,” 
one of the first groups of Chinese col­
lege students to pass through the exam 
system. In November 1981, after gradu­
ation from Beijing Foreign Studies 
University, I came to the United States 
with the first group of Chinese college 
graduates studying abroad to pursue my 
American dream. 
Nearly 40 years later, in December 
2017, I returned to China as a member 
of the 2017 Winter Overseas Talents 
Delegation to Zhongguancun. The 
host organizations welcomed our 
return to China to participate in a 
marketing and recruiting event in 
Zhongguancun Science Park—in their 
words, to experience the great mass 
fervor of entrepreneurship/innovation 
and Chinese dreams. 
The 40 years I have lived in China 
and the United States span China’s 
Opening and Economic Reform. 
China has rapidly developed from an 
agrarian to an industrial economy. 
The country I grew up in has now 
become the second­largest economic 
power in the world after the U.S. Back 
in 1978, scientists and engineers from 
research institutes and universities in 
Zhongguancun followed the call of 
the China Science Congress initiated 
by Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping, 
and started their privately owned 
businesses. This phenomenon, dur­
ing which Zhongguancun Electronic 
Products Street was being formed in the 
1980s, was called “Going to Sea.” In 
2009, Zhongguancun Science Park was 
officially approved by the China State 
Council and strategically positioned 
as China’s First National Innovation 
Demonstration Zone. After almost 
20 years, Zhongguancun National 
Innovation Demonstration Zone has 
expanded in size to 88 square kilom­
eters and 16 parks in Greater Beijing. It 
is currently ranked as the second largest 
entrepreneurship and innovation hub 
in the world after Silicon Valley. These 
economic and technology changes in 
China are astonishing and the material 
and structural contrasts between the 
United States and China are becoming 
smaller and smaller. 
A Red China Student 
Pursuing an  
American Dream
In 1981, the concept of studying 
abroad while being funded by a foreign 
university scholarship was incom­
prehensible to Chinese students. I, 
too, had not heard of it or believed it 
until I applied for a scholarship from 
Davidson College in North Carolina. I 
still remember the day in summer 1981 
when my college classmate and room­
mate Wang Yang ran up to me with 
an admission telegram in his hand and 
yelled out loud: “You got admitted to 
Davidson College. Heck, you even got 
offered a full scholarship.” Just getting 
back to campus from a summer English 
tour­guide assignment, I could not 
believe my eyes and ears. I grabbed the 
telegram to read it again and again, at 
least 20 times. I felt I was the happiest 
person in the world, and did not sleep 
a wink that night. Davidson College 
is among the top liberal arts colleges 
in the United States. In the past three 
years, it has become better known in 
the United States as well as in China 
because of NBA star Stephen Curry, 
who studied and started his basketball 
career there. 
Despite the good news of a full schol­
arship, I was confronted with a seri­
ous problem of purchasing my air­
plane ticket to the United States. My 
father’s monthly salary in 1981 was 89 
RMB ($52 at 1981 exchange rate of 
$1.00=1.70 RMB) and my mother’s 
salary was 49 RMB ($28). This income 
was average for Chinese families, and 
sufficient to support a family. However, 
there was little savings left after food 
and utilities. The airplane ticket cost 
around 9,900 RMB ($5,823), which 
was an enormous figure for any family 
in China. My parents were trying to 
borrow money from family and friends, 
but nobody had that kind of money, 
let alone the ability to lend it to other 
people. Even my close relatives refused 
to pitch in. My parents were upset with 
our relatives and even more desperate 
for ticket money. Out of despair came 
a smart idea from my father, an editor 
by profession. With a book contract in 
hand, my father asked his publisher for 
a cash advance on his book royalties and 
used it to pay for the ticket. It seemed 
like a miracle that he could persuade 
the publisher to advance the money. 
Pursuing my Chinese and American 
Dreams: Studying Abroad and 
Returning Home
Chien Wen Yu
Studying abroad was the admirable pursuit and dream of Chinese students and young people in the 1980s. Returning to China years 
later, reminiscing in their original homeland, and 
contributing to their country’s development is their 
hope, as well. 
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That was my life­changing ticket to the 
United States. 
Before leaving for the United States, I 
rode my bicycle around Beijing doing 
errands in preparation for my trip. 
I passed through Zhongguancun of 
Haidian District where my univer­
sity was located. Everything was slow 
there. There wasn’t much to see except 
a cluster of university campuses and a 
lot of farmland. Beijing was nothing 
compared to cities like Washington 
D.C. or New York, which I had seen 
in movies and read about in books. My 
hopes for study at Davidson were high 
and my dreams for life in the United 
States were big. 
In November 1981, I took my first 
international flight to the United States 
and tasted airplane food, consisting of 
cold sandwiches with cold drinks. I 
was used to our Asian lifestyle of warm 
cuisines and beverages served hot. The 
airplane landed in San Francisco after 
12 long and sleepless hours in the air. 
Getting off the plane, I followed the 
crowd of American and foreign pas­
sengers to the customs terminal. As 
soon as we walked out the exit door, all 
the American and foreign passengers 
seemed to disappear into thin air. 
Unable to figure out the direction signs, 
I was left alone and lost in this for­
eign land. No airline representative or 
flight attendant was present to assist or 
direct me for the transit flight to North 
Carolina. Gazing around for help, I saw 
a Chinese­looking airport employee 
standing behind a kiosk and approached 
her as if she were my savior and coun­
try folk: “Comrade, could you tell me 
where to go for the flight to Charlotte, 
North Carolina?” She stared at me 
with no sincerity in the least and said 
impersonally: “We don’t say ‘Comrade’ 
here, we say ‘Miss’ or ‘Mister.’ If you go 
to the domestic terminal, you will find 
your boarding gate.” I was disappointed 
with her curt and vague answer. But 
in the evening I got on the flight to 
North Carolina and arrived late at the 
Charlotte airport only to find that my 
luggage had gone missing during transit 
and my pick­up person was nowhere to 
be seen in the luggage area. 
I was told I was the first Chinese 
student at Davidson College and one 
of the first five Chinese exchange 
students around the city of Charlotte. 
According to my college roommate, 
Tony Dick, the Dean sent a letter to the 
whole campus for volunteers to room 
with me, a new student coming from 
“Red China.” Tony volunteered to be 
my roommate and wanted to help me 
because of his grandfather’s influence 
and stories as a medical missionary to 
Zhejiang, China in 1930s and 1940s. 
To this day, we have been good friends 
for 37 years. Still, my American life had 
a difficult beginning and I wrote an 
article for the Davidsonian student news­
paper about my experiences. The black­
and­white photo above is the same one 
taken for the article. 
Despite a tough beginning and some 
twists and turns later, my life in 
America has been going in the right 
direction step by step. In three and a 
half years, I finished Davidson College 
and went on to graduate management 
studies at Wake Forest University in 
North Carolina. My first professional 
career started in the North Carolina 
Department of Commerce as inter­
national trade specialist for Asia and 
Latin America under Governor James 
Martin, a former Davidson College 
professor. Following the state and 
public service, my second career 
was in private industry in the capac­
ity of international sales manager for 
the Ashland Chemical Company 
and export manager for the Bobcat 
Company. Teaching as a management 
professor and coordinator of the Asian 
Studies Program at Bridgewater State 
University in Massachusetts is my third, 
In December 2017, 140 successful 
professionals and entrepreneurs 
from the United States, Canada, 
Great Britain, Japan and other 
countries gathered in the 
International Conference Center 
of Zhongguancun Z­Park. We 
shared overseas entrepreneurial 
experiences and discussed 
potential innovative projects and 
cooperation with partners. 
Author Chien Wen Yu at Davidson College, 
1981 (Photo crdit: Anderson Scott,  
The Davidsonian).
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present, and final stage of my career. It 
is also my most enjoyable and favorite 
one. I feel fortunate to have realized 
part of my American dream, thanks to 
the kind help and generous support of 
my colleagues, friends, and families, 
especially Davidson College classmates 
Tony Dick and Sarah Patterson. The 
Pattersons became my American  
host family. 
Since those early days, I have trave­
led to China many times for busi­
ness and pleasure, however, the 2017 
Winter Overseas Talents Delegation to 
Zhongguancun was special, reward­
ing, and challenging for four reasons. 
First, it was my first time to return to 
Zhongguancun Science Park on an 
official visit as an expatriate Chinese 
and to see with my own eyes the great 
changes that had taken place after many 
years of studying and working abroad. 
Secondly, I returned home to see my 
aging mom, and sick dad in a nursing 
home, who worked hard for me all 
their lives. Thirdly, being both a man­
agement professor and entrepreneur is 
challenging but possible. I would like to 
have an entrepreneurial business oppor­
tunity as part of my American and 
Chinese dreams. Finally, entrepreneur­
ship and innovation are major teaching 
topics and research interests for busi­
ness professors. I would like to study 
the entrepreneurship and innovation 
ecosystem of Zhongguancun and find 
out an answer to my own question: will 
Zhonggauncum surpass Silicon Valley 
as the number one entrepreneurship 
and innovation hub in the world in the 
next 5­10 years?  
Zhongguancun: A Fertile 
Land of Entrepreneurship 
and Innovation 
In December 2017, 140 successful pro­
fessionals and entrepreneurs from the 
United States, Canada, Great Britain, 
Japan and other countries gathered in 
the International Conference Center 
of Zhongguancun Z­Park. We shared 
overseas entrepreneurial experiences 
and discussed potential innovative 
projects and cooperation with part­
ners. According to the report and 
statistics compiled by Zhongguancun 
Development Group, since January 
2001, Zhongguancun has organ­
ized similar activities and delegations, 
attracting overseas professionals to 
China to establish startup companies  
in the Science Park. A number of high­
tech companies have successfully  
found their homes in Zhongguancun 
and include 65 “unicorn” firms such  
as Lenovo, Baidu, Tencent, Xiaomi, 
163.com, Meituan­Dianping, Didi­
Kuaidi, Sina.net, and Netease. (A uni­
corn firm is any tech startup company 
that reaches a $1 billion USD market 
value through private or public invest­
ment). These companies represent half 
of the Chinese unicorn firms, three of 
which exceed $10 billion USD in esti­
mated value. In terms of their number 
and size, Chinese unicorn firms are 
second only to those in Silicon Valley. 
The advantages of the Zhongguancun 
entrepreneurship and innovation 
ecosystem are characterized by the 
number of top universities, research 
institutes and incubators located 
there. There are 41 top universities 
(like Tsinghua University, Peking 
University, and Renmin University), 
206 national academies and institutes 
(like China Academy of Science and 
China Academy of Engineering), 122 
national­level labs and research insti­
tutes, and 60 university and returned­
overseas­student science parks. There 
are also 97 startup incubators and accel­
erators that claim partnerships with 
firms such as Microsoft, ARM, Plug & 
Play, and Trendline. 
Our 2017 Winter Overseas Talents 
Delegation was divided into three 
groups based on profession: an elec­
tronic information group, a bio­tech 
and pharmaceutical group, and a 
comprehensive group. The electronic 
information group visited IBM, 
China Academy of Science, TusStar 
Incubator, and Zhongguancun IC 
Park. The bio­tech and pharmaceu­
tical group toured Zhongguancun 
Life Science Park, Zhonggauncun 
Life Science Research Institute, 
National Protein Science Center, and 
Zhongguancun Medical Equipment 
Park. The comprehensive group 
visited the Science and Technology 
Park of Renmin University of China, 
Zhongguancun Lingchuang Space, 
Zhongguancun Lingchuang Financial, 
and Zhongguancun Fangshan Park. 
The size of the $10.8 USD­billion 
science park investment is impres­
sive. Twelve out of Zhonguancun’s 16 
“Parks” have been built in a two­mil­
lion­square meter, high­end working 
space. There are currently more than 
37,000 foreign citizens and Chinese 
with overseas experience working 
in Zhongguancun, including 1,188 
overseas Chinese scientists recruited 
by the government’s “Thousand Elite” 
project. The Science Park has numer­
ous cooperation projects with 20 cities 2017 Winter Overseas Talents Delegation visiting Zhongguancun Science Park (Author’s collection).
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and regions in China. Internationally, 
the Science Park has established 
Zhongguancun­Germany Sci­Tec 
Innovation Center and Zhongguancun 
Silicon Valley Innovation Center. Soon, 
Zhongguancun Boston Innovation 
Hub will open too. 
One of the last events of the trip was 
the Introduction and Marketing Event 
of Products and Projects of Overseas 
Enterprises. Fifty overseas student 
startup companies presented their prod­
ucts in a road show: nine of these were 
members of the 2017 Winter Overseas 
Talents Delegation. A panel of entre­
preneurs and venture capitalists shared 
comments on the projects and selected 
the winners. Eighty­five angel and 
venture­capital firms participated in the 
event, looking for investment opportu­
nities. Zhongguancun represents 40% 
of the Chinese angel and early equity 
investments and 75% of newly listed 
firms funded by venture capital/pri­
vate equity in China. Zhongguancun 
Development Group (ZDG), a semi­
government organization, has invested 
more than $4.2 billion USD in 1,553 
projects. The output of the invested 
firms is more than $28.5 billion USD. 
ZDG is involved in 97 funds with a 
total fund size of $10 billion USD.
Four Great Inventions  
of Ancient China and 
Modern China 
Papermaking, gunpowder, printing, 
and the compass are four world­chang­
ing inventions by ancient Chinese. 
In recent years, a number of Chinese 
technological inventions have been 
making their moves in the world. 
Among them, four stand out with a 
reputation of China’s “great new inven­
tions,” making the daily lives of citizens 
more convenient: dock­less shared 
bicycles, high­speed rail, Alipay, and 
e­commerce. During the trip, I wit­
nessed the convenience of the four great 
new inventions and personally experi­
enced riding on the Ofo shared bikes 
in Beijing. Reminding me of my bike 
rides of 40 years ago, I fell in love with 
these colorful bikes that are accessible 
anywhere and almost free of charge.
The success of the new inventions stems 
from their unique business models 
and the Chinese entrepreneurship and 
innovation ecosystem, as well as the 
Triple Helix Model of University­
Industry­Government interaction. 
In accordance with the Triple Helix 
Model, Zhongguancun is not a pure 
Statist Triple Helix, but an improved 
Statist Triple Helix in which govern­
ment dominates other spheres with top­
down bureaucratic co­ordination. It has 
a large­project mentality while indus­
try encourages national champions. 
Universities have become the teach­
ing and research providers under the 
government. Silicon Valley is a Laissez­
Faire Triple Helix. Universities are 
the basic research and human resource 
providers and for industry, firms are 
linked by markets. The government is 
limited to addressing market failures. 
It is an individualistic mentality with 
heroic entrepreneurs and a bottom­up 
approach. The private capitalist system 
stimulates bottom­up initiatives from 
universities and university spin­offs.
Which Triple Helix Model is more 
effective? It depends on the cultural and 
business environment of each country. 
With the “Mass Entrepreneurship and 
Innovation” campaign launched by the 
Chinese government, Zhongguancun 
Science Park is catching up quickly 
and likely to be number one in size, 
entrepreneurship, and innovation in the 
world. Silicon Valley has been number 
one in basic science research and inno­
vative products with a long history and 
vision; however, it lacks the robust gov­
ernment support and massive financial/
human resource inputs of the Chinese. 
Having lived in China and the U.S., 
I cannot predict with certainty what 
will happen in the next 5­10 years. But 
I am eager to see how it develops and 
to keep pursuing both my Chinese and 
American dreams. 
Chien Wen Yu riding an Ofo shared bike in 
Beijing (Author’s collection).
Chien Wen Yu is Associate Professor  
of Management in the Ricciardi School  
of Business.
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“Men in class of 1903, Bridgewater 
Normal School: M. Davitt Carroll – 
Irish – Harvard ’04; Jesse Matossian 
– Armenian – Yale; Robert E. Pellissier 
– French – Harvard ’04; Wm G. 
Vinal – Yankee – Harvard ’06.” These 
names were handwritten by William 
G. Vinal on the inside cover of a 1917 
scrapbook dedicated to the life of 
Robert Pellissier. Glued into the book’s 
pages are a fascinating collection of 
photos and handwritten letters from 
Pelissier to Vinal. Each of these four 
friends finished the four­year program 
at Bridgewater Normal before con­
tinuing their education at Ivy League 
schools (Bridgewater State Normal School, 
Massachusetts: Catalogue of Addresses, 
1906). Three of them were early mem­
bers of Kappa Delta Phi, a fraternity 
focused on the profession of Education 
and whose Alpha chapter originated on 
Bridgewater’s campus in 1900 while 
they were enrolled as students (Robert 
Clemence, The Golden Year of Kappa 
Delta Phi, 1950). Two of them died dur­
ing World War I. The bonds of affec­
tion cultivated among these men dur­
ing their formative years at Bridgewater 
must have been stirred when the 
news broke that on the morning of 
August 29, 1916, Robert Pellissier was 
shot through the chest by German 
machine­gun fire at the Battle of the 
Somme (Adeline Pellissier, Letters from 
a Chasseur à Pied: Robert Pellissier, 1917). 
The scrapbook helps us to reconstruct a 
world we had lost, a Bridgewater story 
involving foreign students, the pursuit 
of education, fraternal bonds among 
classmates, and the horror of the First 
World War.
Robert Edward Pellissier was born 
in 1882 in a small town in the Jura 
Mountains of eastern France, only a 
few miles from the Swiss border. The 
death of his father when he was six 
years old began his family’s upheaval. 
At age 13, when a brother’s death 
left his mother in a depressed state, as 
Adeline Pellissier’s compilation reveals, 
Robert and his mother made the deci­
sion to leave France. They boarded 
the ship La Normandie and crossed the 
Atlantic to live with his older sister in 
Brooklyn. It was a classic voyage of 
European immigrants to Ellis Island, 
only ten years after the Statue of Liberty 
had been gifted to the United States  
by France.
Pellissier had virtually no knowledge 
of English when he arrived in the U.S. 
in 1896. He was encouraged to enroll 
at Bridgewater State Normal School in 
1899 after spending time in the White 
Mountains of New Hampshire with 
a relative. His challenge in languages, 
however, did not center so much  
on English while at Bridgewater,  
FROM THE BSU ARCHIVES
Robert Pellissier (Bridgewater 
Normal ’03): Classmate, Educator, 
Soldier and Friend
Orson Kingsley
It is a rare occurrence when a forgotten story can be discovered and recreated. Historians typically get their information from archival repositories 
dedicated to preserving the records of our past and 
making them accessible to the public. The work that 
archivists do often goes unnoticed outside the walls 
of our profession and the occasional acknowledgment 
in someone’s book. Most archival institutions have 
backlogs of unprocessed collections. These documents 
remain in limbo until analyzed and made available 
to the public by archivists. Every now and again we 
come across something in these backlogs that is so 
unexpected and exciting that it reminds us why we  
got into the field in the first place. A recent discovery 
in the archives at BSU has done just that for me. Robert Pellissier at Bridgewater Normal, 1903 
(taken from a photograph of members the Editorial 
Board of the Normal Offering. BSU Archives).
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but specifically with the German­ 
born Civil War veteran and language  
professor Dr. Franz Kirmayer (1840­
1919). Kirmayer’s ethnic background 
may have been the cause of friction that 
developed between him and Pellissier 
years later, as Pellissier’s sister Adeline 
described in 1917. “In the Bridgewater 
Normal School Robert met with no 
difficulties except when he wished 
to be excused from taking a course 
in beginner’s French. The teacher of 
French, who happened to be a German, 
would not believe that Robert was a 
French boy and he made him take the 
course (Pellissier, Letters, x).
Very little was known about Pellissier’s 
time at Bridgewater Normal until 
recently. What had been known is 
that Pellissier graduated in 1903 before 
continuing his education at Harvard 
through a scholarship awarded dur­
ing his last year at Bridgewater. He 
secured a teaching position at Stanford 
University in 1911, and finished his 
Ph.D. at Harvard during the summers 
of 1911­1913. While at Stanford, he 
authored a widely praised book, The 
Neo-Classic Movement in Spain during 
the XVIII Century (1918), which he 
had begun as a student at Harvard. 
Immediately after the war began in 
1914, Pellissier (who kept his French 
citizenship throughout his life and 
never sought U.S. citizenship) took 
a leave of absence from Stanford and 
boarded a ship to France to enlist in 
the French Army. His sister Adeline’s 
privately published book, Letters from 
resources are of significant use. BSU’s 
student scrapbook collection helps us 
flesh out Pellissier’s life as a Normal 
School student, classmate, and friend.
Pellissier began his education at the 
Bridgewater State Normal School in 
September 1899 at the age of 17. Two 
close friends with whom he remained 
Like Bridgewater graduates  
before him and ever since, 
Pellissier struggled to keep in 
contact with his classmates as  
his career advanced.
Pages from William Vinal’s Scrapbook (BSU Archives).
a Chasseur à Pied, focused largely on 
his role in the war. His letters were 
insightful enough to convince his great 
nephew, Joshua Brown, to republish 
the book in 2003 as A Good Idea of Hell: 
Letters from a Chasseur à Pied. Brown’s 
edition provides more background 
on Pellissier, but largely skips over his 
Bridgewater years. Here, our own 
connected until his death were Vinal 
and Michael Davitt Carroll, who was 
better known as “Dab.” Two other 
close friends were Nahum Leonard and 
Sumner W. Cushing, both of whom 
were a year ahead of Pellissier and also 
went through the four­year program 
before going on to further study at 
Harvard (BNS, Catalogue of Addresses, 
1906). Intertwined from the day they 
met until well after Pellissier’s death, all 
of these men appear in the scrapbooks 
of Nahum Leonard, the father of the 
Kappa Delta Phi fraternity.
Nahum Leonard kept detailed scrap­
books during his time at Bridgewater 
Normal, which included playful diary 
entries involving his classmates, friends, 
and fraternity brothers. Candid photo­
graphs of friends are scattered through­
out them and reveal the crude quality 
of the early years of amateur photogra­
phy. One photograph of the interior of 
the room where Pellissier stayed while 
at Bridgewater has Leonard’s hand­
written inscription below it: “Royal 
Palace of Pellissier.” Another page in 
Leonard’s scrapbook includes a pho­
tograph of Pellissier with his personal 
calling card glued underneath. Around 
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it are written witty comments about 
Pellissier, including a playful reference 
to him as “that Frenchman.” Leonard’s 
scrapbooks are also significant in that he 
documented and described the crea­
tion and very first meeting of the Kappa 
Delta Phi fraternity on April 14, 1900. 
“A number of speeches were made, all 
expatiating on the desirability of per­
petuating this secret band of brothers. 
Suffice it to be said, that an organiza­
tion was effected which we hope may 
be as lasting as the universe itself.” The 
earliest record indicating Pellissier was  
a member of Kappa Delta Phi dates 
from January 1903, during his senior 
year at Bridgewater. 
The friendships that Robert Pellissier 
made at Bridgewater Normal were 
central to his identity for the rest of 
his short life. After he graduated from 
Bridgewater in June 1903, Pellissier 
went on to further his education at 
Harvard before eventually getting 
a teaching position at the Williston 
Seminary in Easthampton, Mass. In 
an October 1916 Williston Seminary 
publication, Pellissier’s sister gave a brief 
account of her brother’s frantic year at 
Harvard. “Fortunately, during that year 
Robert had as a neighbor a Bridgewater 
friend, a very witty young Irishman, 
and there was, between them, many 
a bout enlivened by flashes of French 
and Irish wit” (Williston Bulletin, 2, 
1 [October 1916], 21). Though not 
referenced by name, that Irishman was 
“Dab” Carroll. 
Like Bridgewater graduates before 
him and ever since, Pellissier struggled 
to keep in contact with his classmates 
as his career advanced. His letters to 
William Vinal are both nostalgic and 
inquisitive; he wished to know how the 
old gang was doing. One undated, but 
pre­war letter written during his time 
at Stanford explains that their mutual 
friend from Bridgewater, Edward 
Allen Boyden, was trying to line up 
a date for Pellissier with a woman he 
knew who lived near the campus in 
Palo Alto. Edward Allen Boyden was 
the son of the long­serving principal of 
Bridgewater Normal, Arthur Clarke 
Boyden. Another letter shares the news 
that their friend “Dab” had nearly died 
from appendicitis (Pellissier Collection, 
BSU Archives).
Pellissier’s published letters and diary 
extracts complement and help contex­
tualize his unpublished letters held by 
BSU. With frightening foresight, his 
published letters describe the experi­
ence of entering Paris from the west 
in September 1914 and seeing soldiers 
returning from the Front. “These men 
who have come from the front are very 
still—they look listless … They seem 
all to have become fatalists” (Pellissier, 
Letters, 15). Within a month’s time, he 
went from a highly respected posi­
tion at Stanford to being in a trench 
in eastern France, fighting to stay 
alive, voluntarily sacrificing his own 
American Dream to ensure that future 
generations would be given the same 
opportunities that he was. In his letters, 
he expressed his love for America and 
Americans, but the nostalgia he had for 
France and his family (many of whom 
never left France) trumped all else. 
Classic World War I literature, 
including novels such as Erich Maria 
Remarque’s All Quiet on the Western 
Front (1929), generally decries the war’s 
leaders as having cruelly taken advan­
tage of the exuberance of youth, using 
adventurous young men as naïve pawns 
in their larger schemes. The accusation 
doesn’t quite fit for Robert Pellissier. 
Pellissier was a 32­year­old man 
holding a Ph.D. from Harvard when 
the war broke out, and he fully com­
prehended his own motivations and 
instincts for going to war. In one witty 
comment, he wrote: “I am putting all 
manners of curious and interesting facts 
in my diary, which one hundred years 
from now should be worth millions of 
dollars from an historical perspective” 
(Pellissier, Letters, 80). In another let­
ter, readers can feel his sense of being a 
father figure to his former students. He 
wrote to his sister: “Do you remem­
ber one of my Williston boys named 
Henderson? He enlisted in a Canadian 
unit and the poor boy was killed at 
Loos [France]” (Pellissier, Letters, 253). 
He wrote, too, about how the Boyden 
family continued to help him while 
in France. “My friend Allen Boyden 
shipped me a fine Colt automatic and 
a letter full of gentle reproaches. He 
thought that I had gone in the army 
for good, giving up teaching. Can you 
think of a more crazy idea?” (Pellissier, 
Letters, 218). A Boyden shipping a 
Within a month’s time, he went 
from a highly respected position 
at Stanford to being in a trench 
in eastern France, fighting to stay 
alive, voluntarily sacrificing his 
own American Dream to ensure 
that future generations would  
be given the same opportunities 
that he was.
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“The Royal Palace of Pellissier” (Scrapbook Collection of Nahum Leonard, BSU Archives).
The scrapbook helps us to 
reconstruct a world we had lost, 
a Bridgewater story involving 
foreign students, the pursuit of 
education, fraternal bonds among 
classmates, and the horror of the 
First World War.
weapon through the mail to a former 
Bridgewater student—the very idea 
seems absurd to us now. 
One of the last letters he sent to his 
Bridgewater classmate, William Vinal, 
is perhaps his most revealing. In it, 
Pellissier describes the endless monot­
ony of trench warfare—repetitive yet 
terrifying. The letter was written while 
Pellissier was in a hospital recovering 
from a shrapnel wound to the shoulder, 
which allowed him time to articulate 
his own thoughts on the war. His bit­
terness towards Germany is palpable. 
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“Near here there are 800 women refu­
gees from the North. Two hundred of 
them are about to give birth to children 
who are the results of rapes commit­
ted by German soldiers last Fall. These 
women are only a few of the victims. 
The government is going to establish 
great orphan asylums to take care of 
the little Deut[s]ch bastards. It’s clear 
that in the majority of cases the mothers 
will refuse to take care of the poor kids 
or at least will never consent to bring 
them up with their family. So you see 
that if there is real trouble ahead for 
old Deut[s]chland, it’s not altogether a 
pity” (Pellissier, Letters, 218).
Pellissier was buried where he was 
killed on August 29, 1916. It took a 
while for the news to make its way back 
to Bridgewater. By that time, many 
of Pellissier’s cohort of friends from 
his Normal schooldays had moved 
on to prominent roles in the field of 
Education. Perhaps inspired by the 
actions of Stanford University, which in 
1916 raised money to buy an ambulance 
for use on the Western Front in honor 
of Pellissier, Bridgewater Normal began 
a similar effort in early 1917 (before 
America’s formal entry into the War). 
The Pellissier Memorial Committee 
was formed and began raising money in 
February. The committee consisted of 
M. Davitt Carroll, William G. Vinal, 
Nahum Leonard, Sumner W. Cushing, 
and others. Correspondence held by the 
archives at BSU shows a whirlwind of 
fundraising activity. Kappa Delta Phi 
fraternity played an important role in 
the process and donations came in from 
Bridgewater students and teachers, fra­
ternity members from other chapters, 
and from local people in town. Within 
three months, nearly $1,000 was raised. 
An ambulance was purchased and sent  
to France through the American 
Ambu lance Field Service Fund 
(Pellissier Collection, BSU Archives).
The ambulance sent to France had 
a memorial plate attached to it with 
Pellissier’s name on it. By this time, 
“ I am putting all manners of 
curious and interesting facts  
in my diary, which one hundred 
years from now should be  
worth millions of dollars from  
an historical perspective.”
“That Frenchman”: Robert Pellissier at Bridgewater (Scrapbook Collection of Nahum Leonard, BSU Archives).
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Pellissier’s friend and fraternity brother, 
Sumner W. Cushing, was a professor 
at the Salem State Normal School. In a 
strange coincidence, one of his previ­
ous students turned soldier, Joseph 
P. Devaney (who was, like Cushing, 
a Kappa member), sent him a letter 
from France in May 1918. In his letter, 
Devaney reported finding a French 
ambulance that had “American Field 
Service” painted on the side, which 
caused him to inspect it further. He 
noticed a brass plate attached that 
stated: “Robert Pellissier Memorial 
Ambulance, Established by Graduates 
and Undergraduates of the Bridgewater 
Normal School.” The Pellissier 
Memorial Committee’s treasurer 
records show that Devaney himself had 
donated money for the ambulance in 
March 1917. “It was a pleasant surprise 
to me to know that Lieut. Pellissier 
was a fraternity brother of mine … 
Now that I have seen actual progress 
of the fraternity I am stronger than 
ever holding to the ties of friendship, 
duty, and philanthropy imparted by its 
constitution.” For Cushing, the mean­
ing of Pellissier’s ultimate sacrifice for 
the cause was amplified after the U.S. 
entered World War I and played so large 
a role in winning it. “How Pellissier 
would exhilarate to fully appreci­
ate what his adopted country finally 
did in the great struggle!” (Pellissier 
Collection, BSU Archives).
How all of the correspondence revolv­
ing around Robert Pellissier and 
an ambulance made its way to the 
Bridgewater State archives, I do not 
know. Devaney’s letter is accompa­
nied by others from the driver of the 
ambulance, Carroll, Cushing, Leonard, 
Arthur Clarke Boyden, representatives 
from the American Ambulance Field 
Service, and more. Some of these letters 
were originally sent to Salem Normal 
School; others directly to Bridgewater. 
Nearly all the names attached to the let­
ters can be traced back to a handful of 
students who attended the Bridgewater 
Normal School between 1899 and 
1903. Perhaps they were all brought 
here by William Vinal himself, the 
man who pasted letters from a long­lost 
friend into a scrapbook, closed it up, 
and donated it to Bridgewater State 
College nearly 40 years later, when the 
location of the archives was an old bank 
vault in the basement of Tillinghast 
Hall. Whatever route these documents 
took in coming to us, we are fortunate 
to have them in our archives. And 
however long they have been buried 
in our backlog, we are richer now to 
know about “that Frenchman,” Robert 
Pellissier, and the bonds of friendship 
that he forged with others while  
a student at Bridgewater almost 120 
years ago.
“ My friend Allen Boyden shipped 
me a fine Colt automatic and  
a letter full of gentle reproaches. 
He thought that I had gone  
in the army for good, giving up 
teaching. Can you think of a 
more crazy idea?”
Robert Pellissier Memorial Ambulance ( from: Arthur C. Boyden, Albert Gardner Boyden and the 
Bridgewater State Normal School. A Memorial Volume [Bridgewater, Mass.: Arthur H. Willis,  
1919] 114). 
Orson Kingsley is Librarian and Head  
of Archives and Special Collections.
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We are also living in a time in which 
students express emotional sensitivity 
regarding many controversial issues. 
Where in years past faculty might  
reasonably assume that students would 
engage in the give and take of class­
room discussions in the spirit of intel­
lectual inquiry, today a wide range  
of topics have become fraught.  
Neither are students immune from  
the extreme political partisanship by 
which Americans now distinguish 
themselves from one another. The 
Internet can supply students with as 
much confirmation bias as they care to 
consume, even as faculty make efforts 
to instill in them an appreciation for 
perspectives other than their own. 
These phenomena – speech prolifera­
tion, heightened sensitivities, hyper­
partisanship – intersect in ways that 
pose challenges to institutions of higher 
education. Their intersection increases 
the possibility that students may be 
alienated by academic discussions and 
scholarly opinions that just a few years 
ago would have seemed unremark­
able. And to the extent these students 
broadcast their disenchantment via 
social media channels, they may attract 
attention from individuals and groups 
outside the university who target 
particular professors to score political 
points with their allies. 
Such targeting has never been easier. In 
addition to enabling speech prolifera­
tion, digital communication diminishes 
the distance between public and private 
information. There are few places today 
where any of us can go and remain 
unobserved: we leave digital pieces of 
ourselves everywhere, and the courts 
have long adhered to the principle that 
no reasonable expectation of privacy 
lies in information voluntarily com­
municated. Somewhere on the Internet 
is personal information about each of us 
– including, perhaps, that intemperate 
political statement posted or tweeted 
years ago, just waiting to be found and, 
potentially, exploited. The professori­
ate is particularly vulnerable. As Megan 
Condis, who teaches English at Austin 
State University, put it in a 2016 piece 
in The Chronicle of Higher Education,  
in a sense all professors are “public 
intellectuals” now: the multiplying 
effect of digital publication allows us to 
connect with a wider audience, but it 
also makes us more likely to be found 
by those who take issue with something 
we’ve said. 
VOICES ON CAMPUS
Academic and Free Speech in the 
Digital Age
Lawrence Friedman
New England Law | Boston professor and constitutional law expert Lawrence Friedman vis-
ited Bridgewater State on February 6, 2018, to lead a workshop among faculty members and 
administrators on the thorny subject of academic and free speech in today’s digital age. Professor 
Friedman’s presentation was organized by the Office of the Provost. His timely remarks are 
reproduced below.
Universities today are awash in speech. Social media platforms like Facebook and Twitter allow for more speech to be seen and heard  
by more members of a university community than  
at any time in history. Students, children of the  
digital age, have become expert in speech prolifera­
tion, both in creating content and sharing it. And 
professors have begun to appreciate the ways in which 
social media can be used to enhance teaching and  
promote scholarship.
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This brings us back to the students. 
Neither I nor any of my colleagues at 
New England Law has been targeted 
through social media for our academic 
speech – at least not in a way that has 
attracted attention from the outside 
world. Not too long ago, though, in the 
days before Facebook and Twitter were 
ubiquitous, some students in my consti­
tutional law class objected to a hypo­
thetical I derived from the infamous 
Supreme Court decision, Korematsu v. 
United States. The Court in Korematsu 
upheld, on questionable grounds, the 
experience: professors seeking to train 
professionals to deal with individu­
als facing real­world problems must 
expose their students to those problems. 
Students later expressed surprise at this 
statement. This says something about  
their approach to learning in an envi­
ronment ostensibly devoted to the  
critical interrogation of arguments,  
and I have little doubt that, had all 
of this transpired today, the students 
would have used social media outlets  
to voice their frustrations. 
note that many students will likely have 
strong political and personal feelings 
about them. I urge students to try and 
set aside those feelings, to think criti­
cally about what the Supreme Court 
has done in each case and why, because 
purely emotional reactions may one day 
inhibit their ability to understand the 
law and therefore undermine the effec­
tive representation of their clients.
By striving to be clear about my inten­
tion to situate classroom discussions, 
wherever they may lead, within the 
school’s educational mission, I hope to 
avoid alienating students who disagree 
with something one of their classmates 
or I has said. I hope as well that they 
see me as considering the merits of the 
contributions they make to discussions, 
and not as filtering those contributions 
through the lens of my own personal 
and political opinions. If these efforts 
are successful, my students may be 
better able to contexualize their own 
learning experiences—to understand 
that particular discussion points are 
not intended to antagonize them. And, 
by creating space in the classroom for 
students to be heard and respected, they 
may be less inclined to vent through 
Facebook or Twitter.
As university­level teachers, we enjoy 
the privilege of academic freedom and 
working in an environment where 
a diversity of viewpoints and ideas is 
expected and welcomed. Given both 
the possibilities and risks associated 
with speech in the digital age, exer­
cise of this privilege may require more 
thinking about how we go about our 
teaching and writing than it has in the 
past. Quite understandably, that realiza­
tion troubles many in the professori­
ate. In the end, time devoted to this 
thinking seems a small price to pay in 
fulfillment of our continuing obligation 
to further the educational mission of 
whatever institution of higher educa­
tion we call home. 
There are few places today where 
any of us can go and remain 
unobserved: we leave digital 
pieces of ourselves everywhere, 
and the courts have long  
adhered to the principle that  
no reasonable expectation  
of privacy lies in information 
voluntarily communicated. 
In thinking about how to conduct 
discussions about difficult material in 
the digital age, I begin from the under­
standing that pursuit of a school’s edu­
cational mission would be meaningless 
if we sought to avoid all controversy. 
And I have come to the view that, with 
some forethought, discussions can be 
managed so as minimize the risk of stu­
dent resentment. It requires a conscious 
effort to speak, as a teacher and as an 
academic, in ways that reflect respect 
for the pluralistic communities in 
which I teach and write. And it requires 
being transparent about my aims. At the 
beginning of each new semester of con­
stitutional law, for example, I preview 
some of the issues to be covered and 
constitutionality of the quarantine of 
Japanese­American citizens during 
World War II. The decision is still good 
law. I asked whether it could have been 
used to justify quarantining Americans 
of Middle Eastern descent after Sep­
tember 11, 2001. A few students took 
offense to both the hypothetical and 
the response of others in the class to it, 
which led them to organize a school­
wide program on inflammatory speech 
in the classroom. They invited a law 
professor from another school to address 
the issue, and he concluded his remarks 
by declaring that students should accept 
that uncomfortable hypotheticals 
are a necessary part of the law school 
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The beauty technician’s comments 
helped me begin to identify some 
needs of students of Vietnamese and 
Cambodian descent who regularly 
found their way into my East Asian 
Literature class, and left, I imagined, 
feeling relatively empty­handed. The 
course focuses on China, Japan and 
Korea, not the South East Asian cul­
tures of Cambodia or Vietnam, whose 
diasporic communities have shorter his­
tories and significantly lower economic 
positions than established Chinese­
American or Japanese­American 
communities. With a realization of the 
gaps in my course content, I developed 
a mini­unit on Cambodian­American 
and Vietnamese­American literature 
that included a self­guided walking 
tour of the Vietnamese­American com­
munity in Dorchester. 
The assignment was composed of a 
ten­stop walking itinerary and two 
writing prompts that would hopefully 
serve as an impetus for cultural obser­
vations that students would write about 
in their required writing journals. The 
explicit goal of the walking tour was 
for students to experience the cultural 
hybridity of Asian­American com­
munities and to observe the ways in 
which immigrant cultures reconstitute 
TEACHING NOTE
Race and the Walking Tour
Robin Tierney
One afternoon after I had lived in Bridgewater for a couple of years, I had my eyebrows waxed at the nail shop on the town square. 
After chatting for a bit, the woman waxing my brows 
told me about how her children had refused to speak to 
her in Cambodian when they were growing up; they 
would only respond to her in English. “And now,” 
she said, as she leaned over me to apply hot wax to my 
eyebrows, “they are learning Khmer from some white 
guy at Massasoit Community College.” I didn’t share 
with her that I was a white ‘gal’ who teaches Asian 
language and literature at Bridgewater State University 
to a steady trickle of Asian­American students, but  
it certainly registered with me. The particular silence 
that I felt in the nail salon that morning became the 
catalyst for a chain of reactions that ran, in unpre­
dictable ways, through my teaching, my student’s 
experience inside and outside the classroom, and my 
own self­understanding.
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and adapt their cultural institutions. 
But what engaged students most of 
all was something that I would never 
have predicted: feedback from the very 
first student to do the walking tour 
who said it had been so dangerous that 
she had been too scared to be able to 
learn anything from the experience. 
The student did the tour on a Saturday 
afternoon with her mother and her 
aunt, both of whom had grown up 
in Dorchester when it was primar­
ily an Irish­American area. They had 
felt uncomfortable in front of the men 
hanging out on the steps of the Field’s 
Corner T station. They were afraid to 
turn off the main avenue and go to the 
Buddhist temple and the Vietnamese­
American community center. 
When I received this email on a 
Saturday evening, I immediately 
cancelled my Sunday morning plans 
and drove to Dorchester to do the tour 
again. It was a crisp blue morning. I 
saw African­American men sitting 
outside the Field’s Corner T station, 
I saw Vietnamese monks at the tem­
ple. I saw boarded­up store fronts and 
small supermarkets where the produce 
was sold out of overflowing cardboard 
boxes and there was sawdust on the 
floor. In the restaurant where I ate, the 
customers were African­American and 
Asian­American. I saw signs of stress – 
“no children please” posted on several 
store doors ­ and the many mailboxes 
on some individual porches indicated 
cramped living conditions. 
I had seen urban poverty, but I hadn’t 
felt fear when I spent that morning in 
Dorchester. I was reassured that I had 
not endangered my students. But why 
didn’t I feel fear when my student and 
her family had? Were other students 
also going to feel fearful? When I 
brought up the topic in class on the 
following Monday, the students very 
quickly broke down into three different 
perspectives: students who felt unsafe in 
poor urban areas; students who thought 
those students were sheltered and, 
however inadvertently, racist; and stu­
dents who lived in Dorchester and felt 
that students’ concerns for their safety 
were justified. I had not anticipated 
the amount of common ground shared 
between the “sheltered” students, all 
of whom were white, and the students 
living in Dorchester, all of whom were 
African­American. The students left 
out of this shared understanding were 
those who used their critical­thinking 
skills to perform an analysis of race and 
class, and the projection of fear. 
Here is Michael (not his real name – 
all student names are pseudonyms), a 
Dorchester resident: “Oh, yeah I’d be 
assaults and convenience store hold­
ups that occurred – without exception 
– between the hours of 10:00 pm and 
4:00 am. 
In this particular class, the conversa­
tion spanned three class periods. Two 
students from Dorchester, Robert 
and Michael, contributed most to the 
conversation. I noticed that when 
they talked everyone in the class was 
attentive. It was a concentrated listen­
ing that is not at all the norm in my 
classroom where, at any given moment, 
there could be students talking to one 
another, or checking their phones, or 
heading out to the restroom. 
Again and again, I learn the  
lesson that it is not possible 
to observe the Vietnamese­
American community without 
engaging with the broader 
histories and dynamics of race  
in the United States. 
It’s strange, really, when you think how 
simple but powerful this is; people talk­
ing to one another about their lives and 
hearing the perceptions of the people 
sitting next to them about their own. 
But I bet I am not alone in having the 
experience of mostly talking about race 
and class with people whose demo­
graphic background closely resembles 
my own. 
Robert has been talking about his 
experience since he was a high­school 
student. He had a politically conscious 
English teacher who taught his students 
about writers who wrote social cri­
tiques about their respective worlds. 
scared walking that part of the Avenue 
if I didn’t know what was up. My sister’s 
house got broken into last year, but I 
wasn’t staying there when it happened. I 
mean, I know people, so it’s no problem 
for me to feel safe. Don’t go there at 
night time and you’ll be alright.”
Another student, not from Dorchester, 
shared that there were lots of drive­by 
shootings in Dorchester. I pushed back 
a little on this and asked for specific 
examples. “You hear about it all the 
time,” was all he had to offer.
That night, I looked up the police logs 
in Dorchester. There were no drive­
by shootings, but there was more 
violence than I had expected; sexual 
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“He knew what was up,” Robert said 
of his teacher. “I mean, he knew we 
weren’t normal kids.”
“What do you mean by ‘normal’?”  
I asked.
“He knew we didn’t always have homes 
to go home to, or if we did that there 
wouldn’t be dinner, or anybody asking 
us how our day was. He took our class 
on a field trip to a town where some 
famous writer used to live. We were all 
like, ‘This is how people live on televi­
sion.’ All the big houses had their front 
doors wide open.”
It turns out that it was Thoreau’s cabin 
near Walden Pond where Robert had 
gone to on his class trip. The reproduc­
tion of Thoreau’s spartan one­room 
cabin had not left much of an impres­
sion on Robert, but the concentrated 
wealth of the Boston suburbs certainly 
had. It was another example of students 
learning about race and class when the 
intended outcome was likely something 
else.
When these conversations first started 
taking place in my classroom, I thought 
students of different backgrounds were 
talking to each other about race and 
class in an unusually open manner. In 
writing about this, however, I realize 
that race was not explicitly named as 
a factor by any of the students when 
they were talking about their lived 
experience; not by the white student 
who brought up the concern about 
danger and men hanging around the 
steps of the T­station, and not by the 
African­American students who lived 
in Dorchester and readily acknowl­
edged its potential dangers. I imagined 
we were talking about race but race 
was only mentioned by the cohort of 
students who performed an academic 
analysis of race and class; it was only 
mentioned in the abstract. 
I have now assigned the walking tour 
many times. I appreciate the refrains 
from students that they have driven by 
this neighborhood on I­93 their whole 
lives and never knew it was there; that 
one doesn’t have to go overseas to wit­
ness diverse cultures; and that what 
they saw when they opened various 
doors – in particular, of the Buddhist 
temple – was completely different than 
what they had imagined. Again and 
again, I learn the lesson that it is not 
possible to observe the Vietnamese­
American community without engag­
ing with the broader histories and 
dynamics of race in the United States. 
Sometimes Dorchester residents aren’t 
as understanding of white student dis­
comfort as Michael and Robert were. 
One student said, “That’s where I do 
my banking every Saturday – you’ll be 
fine.” And I have seen white students 
hesitate before going on to make gen­
eralizations about neighborhoods they 
have never been to when sitting next 
to students who live in those neighbor­
hoods. Students speak of their anxieties 
in regard to being in new places and 
being in urban environments. Students 
recounted feeling glared at, and one 
student, who went with his parents, 
said that someone yelled at him in a 
language he didn’t understand. Each 
student who used the word ‘anxiety’ 
was white. Several students of color 
mentioned feeling welcomed, and one 
student spoke of being nodded to by 
other African­American men because 
of how he was dressed and the pick 
that he carried in his back pocket. 
Throughout all of these conversations 
that was the only instance in which a 
student voluntarily introduced race as a 
construct through which to understand 
what we were talking about.
I began to wonder what was being lost 
when race was not explicitly articu­
lated as a shaping factor in the students’ 
experience of the walking tour. Even if, 
in some way, we all ‘got it,’ not directly 
talking about it meant that we didn’t 
actually explore how significantly race 
shapes the contours of our lives. I saw 
how the inability to articulate race too 
often ceded the space of ‘authenticity’ 
to rumors; students seemed more will­
ing to talk about their ‘feeling’ of being 
frightened by men at the T station, for 
example, if they did not include the fact 
that the men were African­American. 
I resolved to make the role that race 
plays in these student experiences more 
explicit. I had learned that our study of 
Vietnamese­American literature and 
culture would intersect with American 
racial identity in general; I was better 
prepared. 
This past spring a clear opportunity to 
insert race into the conversation pre­
sented itself. A student, a petite blonde 
woman, shared how she had been 
noticing so many examples of cultural 
hybridity inside a Vietnamese bakery 
that as soon as she exited she took out a 
The assignment was composed of 
a ten­stop walking itinerary and 
two writing prompts that would 
hopefully serve as an impetus for 
cultural observations that students 
would write about in their 
required writing journals. 
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pad to write them down. Immediately, 
the manager came out to ask her if she 
was the health inspector. Upon say­
ing ‘No,’ the student was invited back 
inside and treated to pastries. Another 
student, an Afro­Caribbean woman, 
then shared that she was browsing 
through Vietnamese CDs and had 
been wondering if the store clerks were 
going to think that she was stealing. 
The clerks had looked up when she 
entered, but then went right back to 
their phones. The student took this to 
be a positive sign of acceptance. 
Neither student mentioned the color of 
her skin when they shared their experi­
ence. One student was approached as 
though she held institutional power 
and was given free pastries, and another 
student had appreciated that she was 
not believed to be engaging in criminal 
behavior. This was an ideal opportunity 
to introduce the question of race. To 
my surprise, however, I found myself 
growing concerned that my saying 
that a white student and a black student 
had just had very different experiences 
because of their color, was in itself 
going to be racist. That I was going to 
identify students in my classroom as 
having ‘racial identities’ when they had 
not initiated such identification felt, 
momentarily, like an aggressive act. In 
that instant I couldn’t say whether race 
was the elephant in the room, or if I 
was simply alone in not being a mil­
lennial. So I did precisely what I had 
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It is not lost on me that this project 
was largely catalyzed by a comment 
about whiteness, a comment that was 
more relevant to me than I cared to 
own at the time. When I look at the 
force field that keeps me from talking 
about race in settings where I believe 
it would be productive to do so, I see 
the fear of being wrong in regard to 
race as a significant factor. I understand 
that particular fear, and my ability to 
protect myself from it coming to pass in 
public, to be part of my white privi­
lege, or perhaps just my whiteness in 
general. A charged silencing of myself 
at the nail salon led to the contradic­
tory results of opening my eyes to 
connections I had not seen before, but 
also to a repetition of my own silence 
about race in the debriefing session in 
the classroom. I experienced change 
and repetition happening at the same 
time. I also encountered some limits of 
the academic skills of social critique; 
intellectual skills of critique alone did 
not provide me with the ability to 
address race in a social setting of people 
of different races and differing under­
standings of the role race plays. These 
dialectics of change and stasis, and of 
thought and lived experience, moved in 
unpredictable ways across the terrains 
of my own Bridgewater neighborhood, 
a college classroom, a neighborhood in 
Dorchester, and back again to the class­
room. There will be no final resting 
point, I realize, in my own evolution  
of thinking about race. In this particu­
lar case, crossing those terrains has  
been a key factor in keeping that evolu­
tion in motion.
been planning and hoping to change, 
I spoke about race without identify­
ing it as such. I said something like, 
“Clearly there are social and historical 
reasons for why some people are going 
to be assumed to be enforcers of public 
policy and others have to reckon with 
being seen as criminals from the start.” 
I hoped the class knew what I was say­
ing, or not saying, and I can’t imagine 
that they didn’t. Then why didn’t I just 
clearly say what I meant?
It’s strange, really, when you think 
how simple but powerful this is; 
people talking to one another 
about their lives and hearing the 
perceptions of the people sitting 
next to them about their own. 
Robin Tierney is Adjunct Professor  
in the Department of English.
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Where once I was a private person, 
going about my business, my big belly 
now announced my inner state to 
the world. Joy? Certainly. I wanted 
those babies, and I had a partner and 
family and extended social networks 
ready to receive and love them. But 
I never really got the hang of preg­
nancy, despite having spent more than 
over two years, all told, in that state. I 
never got used to the peculiar sensa­
tion of having another creature inside 
me, moving about, clearly demand­
ing and feeling and shifting in ways 
well beyond my control, from the first 
moment I felt it. 
Louise Erdrich’s newest novel, Future 
Home of the Living God, is an extended 
meditation on, among other things, 
pregnancy and its manifold meanings 
and implications, both for our society 
as a whole and for individual women. 
Set at some point in the not­too­distant 
future, the novel’s characters are living 
in a moment when, in the words of 
the narrator and main character Cedar 
Hawk Songmaker, “our world is run­
ning backward. Or forward. Or maybe 
sideways, in a way as yet ungrasped.” 
Evolution seems to be working in 
reverse. An ersatz saber­tooth tiger 
appears in Cedar’s back yard and 
effortlessly dispatches a large Labrador 
Retriever, dragging its carcass into an 
oak tree for a late­afternoon snack. 
Vegetables, flowers, and birds all begin 
reverse­engineering themselves into 
earlier, unfamiliar forms. 
And babies. Something – the story, 
wisely, never tells us precisely what – 
is happening to human babies. Birth 
becomes more dangerous for both 
mother and child, possibly because 
the mothers’ immune systems begin 
turning against their babies and against 
the mothers during birth. Following 
the dystopian story arc of Margaret 
Atwood’s A Handmaid’s Tale (1985), 
as civil society dissolves, radical 
religious groups organize and take 
over the government (or what is left 
of it). They order women to serve as 
“Womb Volunteers” and force them, 
as part of their patriotic duty, to carry 
to term embryos they are impreg­
nated by sperm and eggs taken from 
abandoned fertility centers. Those 
pregnant with “damaged” babies are 




Louise Erdrich, Future Home of the Living God:  
A Novel (New York: HarperCollins, 2017).
In each of my three pregnancies, there were many moments of stress and confusion, but perhaps the most stressful and confusing regularly occurred  
in my midwife’s office during an ultrasound. “Look!” 
the technician would whisper, “can you see the  
little head? The legs! Oh, I think she’s sucking her 
thumb!” and I would make noises of what I hoped 
sounded like joy and excitement, when in fact I  
had no idea what I was looking at. Ever. Head?  
Isn’t that a behind? Legs? Where? Is that actually a 
baby? Isn’t that a second head? Misty blurs within 
lighter blurs, squiggles of movement, shadows …  
but a baby? My discomfort at these moments was  
only a distillation of the disorientation I felt for most  
of my pregnancies. The person I was disappeared 
beneath the physical and emotional weight of growing 
another human being. 
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hospitals, overseen by this generation’s 
Nurse Ratcheds. After the babies are 
born – by caesarean section, as soon as 
the fetuses are viable – their and their 
mothers’ fates are unclear, though 
Cedar senses, rightly, that they are  
not propitious. There is a loosely  
organized resistance, but it is spotty  
and ineffectual. Cedar, the adopted 
Ojibwe child of white, liberal, Minne­
sotan parents, is pregnant with her boy­
friend Phil’s child, and through letters 
to that unborn child Cedar describes 
her experience of the disintegration 
of society and every familiar trace of 
American life.
For those at all familiar with Erdrich’s 
work, most of this will sound mighty 
peculiar. A prolific novelist (Future 
Home is her fifteenth in that genre), 
poet, and children’s book author, this is 
Erdrich’s first foray into science fiction. 
Except for The Master Butchers Singing 
Club (2003), Erdrich’s novels primar­
ily, but not exclusively, concern Ojibwe 
and other Native American tribes 
and characters. (Erdrich herself is of 
German, French, and Ojibwe descent). 
They are most often told from the  
perspectives of multiple narrators. 
Future Home has occasional, familiar 
echoes of themes and ideas found in 
other Erdrich novels: early in the story, 
Cedar goes on a search for her birth 
mother, the prosaically named Mary 
Potts, and finds an extended and lov­
ing Ojibwe family on the reservation. 
She seeks understanding of her Native 
American heritage, and is mildly disap­
pointed to discover that her biological 
family is less exotic than her adoptive 
Songmaker parents. Cedar strug­
gles with these discoveries, but this 
plot strand mostly takes a back seat to 
Cedar’s efforts to elude capture by the 
newly established “authorities” and 
carry her child to term. 
Cedar’s paranoia and discomfort, inten­
sified by the presence of persecutors 
waiting quite literally outside her door, 
mirrors what many women experience 
during pregnancy – the sense that one’s 
body is no longer one’s own, but has 
become a public spectacle over which 
the mother no longer has (if, in fact, 
she ever had) power. And perhaps this 
is Erdrich’s aim: to suggest that this 
imagined, uncomfortably near future, 
which seems so hideous and unthink­
able, is merely our current reality in a 
hyper­intensified state. As a character, 
Cedar is less fully fleshed­out than any 
of the other women from Erdrich’s 
fictional world. We might, then, 
understand Cedar less as an individual 
than as the personification of all women 
whose bodies and choices are wrested 
from them by a hostile, external force. 
This lack of vividness does make Future 
Home a less­compelling read than many 
of Erdrich’s other books. I cared less 
about Cedar than I did about Eva or 
Delphine (The Master Butchers Singing 
Club) or Evelina Harp (The Plague of 
Doves [2008]), and I missed the narra­
tive richness that results from the mix 
of voices and perspectives she so often 
employs. But our current moment is 
especially ripe for dystopian fiction,  
and the moral subtlety and shading  
of Erdrich’s other novels is absent  
here. Bad people are after Cedar.  
That the novel never indulges their 
perspective suggests that it is corrupt 
beyond consideration.
Erdrich is always an extraordinary 
writer, even when experimenting in a 
new genre. While elements of Future 
Home of the Living God may disappoint 
those who know and admire her other 
work, it is still compelling fiction. It 
asks questions that must be asked, and 
offers no easy answers, only a bleak 
and terrifying prospect. Glorified, 
fetishized, and demonized even during 
“normal” times, motherhood and preg­
nancy become, in Erdrich’s hands, the 
locus of all that has gone wrong and can 
go wrong in the twenty­first century. 
Ann Brunjes is Professor in the  
Department of English
…Perhaps this is Erdrich’s aim: 
to suggest that this imagined, 
uncomfortably near future, which 
seems so hideous and unthinkable, 
is merely our current reality in a 
hyper­intensified state.
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READERS RESPOND
to Carolyn Petrosino’s “White Nationalism on College 
Campuses” (Fall 2017):
“So timely. First academic article that examines age old racism 
packaged in politically correct but morally corrupt white or economic 
nationalism.” 
 - Frank Pezzella, John Jay College of Criminal Justice.
“Your essay was not only timely but illuminating and wonderfully 
crafted… No community is immune to hate… Collectively we can be 
part of a movement to resist hate and harm.” 
 -  Francis T. Cullen, Distinguished Research Professor Emeritus, 
University of Cincinnati.
“Thank you for your article [on hate crime, and] for your long time 
effort to help students at BSU understand the reality of hate in our 
society, its depth and history.” 
 -  Jack Hassard (’62), Emeritus Professor of Science Education,  
Georgia State University.
to Leonid Heretz’s “Collecting Thoughts” (Fall 2017):
“Your recent article… reads as if it were directly written to me. 
During many years I collected foreign coins, currency, along with 
medals and jetons. In addition to that, I read history—particularly 
French, specializing in the late monarchies and French Revolution... 
At the end of a History course [I once took] on the French Revolution, 
I asked the professor if I could give a short presentation with some 
artifacts I possessed. He agreed to it. Turns out he did not realize  
the extent of my collection. He gave me less than ten minutes…  
My classmates did not leave, and the next class came into the room 
and joined the audience. Professor wished he had allowed more 
time… Thank you for your article. Brought back good memories.” 
 - Dean Johnson (’85), Edgerton, Wisconsin.
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